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Preface 



This book is the fruit of a number of years of assimilating another culture 
and learning about the evolution of its institutions, altogether an incred- 
ibly rich and rewarding experience. I hope to pass on to the reader some of 
that richness in the belief that, even in a “globalizing” context, learning 
about other nations and cultures is more and more necessary. The reasons 
and values behind this belief are perhaps evident, but I am convinced that 
they bear repeating here. 

To begin with, the hasty generalizations that often lie behind the 
cynicism — and ultimately the violence — of ethnocentrism and xeno- 
phobia are still being aired today and still need to be fought, even in 
“unified and advanced” regions of the world like Europe and the United 
States. The historical and social sciences disciplines need to be solicited 
constantly in this combat, even though they themselves are terrains of 
controversy and contestation. 1 personally have not lost faith in their 
“progressive” potential and character. Second, my belief is that only 
through this process of appeal to these disciplines and their findings can 
we resist a dangerous contemporary slide into simplistic and sensational- 
ist pictures of the world — ^viewpoints often associated with an implicit 
assumption that social and economic change are linear processes, some- 
how unfolding according to the same neat “logic” wherever they are 
at work. 

Using checklists of cultural values and comparative social differences 
will not suffice to understand the kinds of “uneven development” of 
processes of change that actually occur in differing settings and contexts; 
the barriers of ignorance of the detail of other national histories and 
languages absolutely have to be tackled despite the problems this can 
represent. My own view is that as the communities of both management 
and labor become more and more educated, satisfaction with recipes. 
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checklists, and simplified formulas is diminishing. This book has been 
written for members of those communities who accept the fact that the 
reality of working life in all nations is invariably one of contradictions, 
tensions, and paradoxes and who are prepared to plunge into the detail. 

With this motivation in mind, the book aims to do something that 1 
believe is timely and important: to provide a finer grained and more 
complete account of French employment relations than those currently 
available in both the United States and Europe. To do this, 1 have sought to 
synthesize a maximum of recent empirical research both in French and 
in English to provide the detail, and at the same time center the discussion 
on “classical” themes in work organization, industrial relations, and 
management — themesthat are at the heart of modern debate about cross- 
national differences in “employment models” and “business systems.” 1 
hope 1 have found a just equilibrium between technical detail (sometimes 
opaque to the nonspecialist) and oversimplified generalization. 

1 cannot claim that the themes I selected for treatment in the book 
exhaust those concerning more than thirty years of employment relations 
history in France; they have been chosen as a function of my interests and 
skills, of course, and they may well not please all readers. This cannot be 
avoided. Nonetheless, 1 believe that those 1 picked correspond to the most 
significant tremors and shifts within the French landscape during the last 
decades, those that the enquiring reader really does have to know about to 
understand the historical and institutional roots of contemporary employ- 
ment relations in France: 

• employee involvement and participative management 

• negotiation of technological changes in the workplace 

• lean production and total quality management 

• “individualization” in human resources management 

• downsizing and restructuring management practice 

• contract and time flexibilities in work 

• work in interaction with wider social crises 

Writing the book has been for me, in many senses, a psychological 
process of comingto terms with a new culture and work environment, one 
whose richness and whose maddening contradictions, 1 might say, never 
cease both to appall and delight! ff the text has been a long time in 
gestation, this is no doubt in part because cf the hesitation that this 
“coming to terms” involved. 

A number of people need to be thanked for helping me with this 
process and also for directly contributing to thebook-Herve Mesure and 
Alain Klarsfeld to begin with, for their major contributions to Chapters 3 
and 4 respectively. At my school, the CERESSEC Research Centre, my 
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colleagues in the Departement de Sciences Humaines and our secretaries 
are all warmly thanked for their support and encouragement. Series Edi- 
tor Ame Kalleberg and Eliot Werner at Plenum deserve warm thanks for 
their considerable patience and their acute critical appreciation. On a more 
personal note, a special mention has to go to Joan, Maurice, Jeanne, Claire, 
and above all Florence; without their presence and understanding, my 
efforts would have come to little. The book is dedicated to them all. 

Alan Jenkins 

ESSEC 

Cergy-Pontoise, France 
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Employment Relations 
in France 

Evolution and Innovation 




Introduction: 
The French ^^Exception” 



In June 1999, a serious and widely read British weekly developed an 
interesting thesis in its “Survey of Modern France”: both the French econ- 
omy and society have been modernizing and “liberalizing ” systematically 
in recent years, but the French themselves refuse to admit it to protect 
their self-image of “exceptions” in a world of globalization (Pedder, 1999)! 
This is an intriguing view, suggesting as it does both radical socioeconomic 
changes in the French system and a collective illusion about their real 
meaning and sense. 

The crucial element here is the baseline socioeconomic “model” that 
is seen as undergoing transformation. Most critical indigenous and foreign 
observers of France usually consider that its model is a persistent and 
rather rigid mix of national cultural uniqueness with a state-dominated 
economy (“dirigeisme”).Consequently,France’s response to globalization 
is seen in terms of a liberalization (or an “Americanization”) of this mix. 
Will France resist “McDonaldization”in its economy?Will French cultural 
creativity (in cinema, fashion, food, etc.) continue to defy international 
uniformity and “American hegemony”? Prospects of the country’s future 
prosperity are often assessed in relation to the adaptability of the model to 
’’inevitable” economic and social ruptures. 

This book is based on the view that the “French model” itself is not 
very well understood in the Anglo-American world and that this is partic- 
ularly so with regard to its employment relations, their historical develop- 
ment, and their dynamics today. My aim is to remedy this by explaining 
some of the main phases cf the evolution in workplace relationships in 
both industrial relations and personnel management processes during the 
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past thirty years. My overall argument will be aimed at comprehending 
French innovation rather than rigidity — how this has continually changed 
the “model” itself and given it the character it has today. 

A second aim is to contribute to wider debates on the international 
evolution of industrial relations and personnel or human resources (HR) 
management. Thus, I do not simply want to “tell the French story” more 
convincingly than previous accounts — although this is indeed an impor- 
tant feature of the book — ^but also to explain how certain aspects of that 
story can illuminate our perception and understanding of employment 
practices in a fuller comparative perspective. 

Debates over cross-national comparison and learning in recent years 
have reached a point of some maturity. The argument about the conver- 
gence or divergence of industrial societies has been, if not settled, then 
at least placed in a clearer perspective. Accumulated comparisons of 
matched industries and firms in different national settings (D’lribame, 
1989; Kalleberg & Lincoln, 1989; Maurice, Sellier & Silvestre, 1986; Sorge, 
1991), as well as extended work on the concepts of business systems 
(Whitley, 1992), institutionalism (Powell & DiMaggio, 1991), and culture 
(Schneider and Barsoux, 1997) have borne their fruit. 

That industrial societies have been subject to similar “globalizing” 
economic, technical, and cultural forces in the past thirty years is unques- 
tionable and that these forces have smoothed the rough edges of many 
notable differences among them is also accepted as true. Yet it is also true 
that national (and also regional) specifics — legal, institutional, political, 
and cultural — have been clearly shown as strong “resisters” and “refrac- 
ters” of these forces, capable of molding international tendencies to local 
conditions, modifying imitated and imported methods in idiosyncratic 
ways, and generating new and unexpected social and economic configura- 
tions and processes. Thus both convergence and divergence of industrial 
societies and pressures toward both similarity and dissimilarity have to be 
accepted at the same time, and their interpenetration understood (Smith 
and Meiksins, 1995; Lane, 1989). 

In the following chapters, a number of such international tendencies 
are considered insofar as they relate specifically to changes in workplace 
relationships and processes — the spread of experimentation with em- 
ployee involvement and participation in the 1970sand 1980s, the expanded 
use of information technologies in work, management through “total 
quality,” and the increasing use of time and contract flexibilities, to name 
some of the most important. In Ihe Uniled Slales and in Brilain, as well as 
in France, Ihese changes have been poleni elemenis in Ihe receni pasi in 
fransforming Ihe experience of work and ils managemenl. Along wilh 
olher processes, Ihey have generaled a radical reappraisal of Ihe meaning 
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and future of employment itself. I will explain how and with what impact 
in France. 

The tendencies themselves have a character that corresponds in many 
ways to “innovation diffusions” in that new or modified methods of or- 
ganizing and managing are articulated, “packaged,” and adapted at both 
the sector and company level at varying rates and with varying degrees of 
investment (Abrahamson, 1991). Over time, such methods constitute new 
norms and orthodoxies, but not without first a delicate and often “politi- 
cal” process of embedding the practices in specific organizational and 
industry contexts that are sometimes receptive and fertile, sometimes 
resistant and arid. On a national level, the overall diffusion context is a set 
of institutional and cultural conditions (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991), a 
network of employment beliefs and practices to which historical develop- 
ment has given a certain pattern and coherence — ^the national “model.” 

Two fairly obvious points about our habitual understanding cf “models” 
other than our own are important here; on one hand, caricatures or stereo- 
types often play a significant and sometimes dominant role in them and 
lend a distorted coherence; on the other — and in part because of this — 
change in models is often poorly apprehended. As one of my tasks in this 
book is to explain the recent evolution of the French model, I hope to raise 
the level of understanding of change in that system so that stereotypes are, 
if not refuted — they contain elements of truth — then at least placed in a 
more balanced framework. 

Four elements invariably feed the popular image cf the French model 
of organizational life and employment relations: 

• Powerful and dense bureaucracy in the administration of organi- 
zations 

• Omnipresence of the state in the processes of economic life, “di- 
rigeisme” 

• Profound respect for hierarchy and tenacious status ascription in 
management 

• Low-trust union- management relations liable to periodic explo- 
sive conflicts 

Visitors to (or observers of) France often find ample confirmation of 
their suspicion of the importance of these features in their first brushes 
with formal authority and the media ^there is nothing like the inconve- 

nience or upset caused by copious red tape or a persistent strike to confirm 
a stereotype! Academic work does not wholly contradict this impression 
either, but of course — and this is invaluable — it places it in historical and 
sociological perspective. It accepts the fact that there is apart of truth in the 
stereotypes while showing their limits and excesses. 
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Dealing with France, it is important to realize how much traces of the 
above four elements of stereotypes are in fact related to the rather special 
experience of the French between 1945 and 1975, the years known as the 
“trente glorieuses.” This period of state-aided rapid reconstruction, indus- 
trialization, and economic growth corresponded, of course, to the heyday 
of “Fordism,” to the triumph of mass production and consumption, and 
to constantly rising standards of living (Boyer and Durand, 1993; Djelic, 
1998). It also corresponded to the consolidation of four pillars that consti- 
tute a relatively stable political, economic, and industrial relations model. 
According to many Anglo-American and some French commentators, it is 
the very stability and success of this system that would later generate an 
inertia and myopia inhibiting adequate French adaptation to globalization 
and rapid economic change (Pedder, 1999;Lesoume, 1998). The following 
account of these four “pillars” accepts their important historical role 
but, as the reader will see, differs over their supposedly “pathological” 
implications. 



1. AN INSTITUTIONAL LEGACY 
1.1. The Nation and Its State 

In the immediate postwar period of 1945-1955, the French state as- 
sumed a central economic, social, and political mission with extensive 
public support — wipe out the failures and humiliations of the prewar and 
wartime periods, and reconstitute the greatness of the nation as a pros- 
perous world power. The Fourth Republic took full charge of building 
internal social cohesion and developing international economic and politi- 
cal status, and for this a level of centralized planning and control of 
economic life and public administration prevailed which now, looking 
back, seems unprecedented. In fact the central elements of French eco- 
nomic life were structured by a democratic “etatisme ” that had profound 
roots in earlier French political traditions. Following Hall (1986), we can 
stress four of its defining features: 

1. A cohesive and unified state administration. Its coordination by a 
strong political executive increased after 1958 (with the founda- 
tion of the Fifth Republic). 

2. A state relatively insulated from society and particular interests 
or rather considered as “above” them. This is a characteristic 
related to the historical roots of centralized bureaucracy in France 
laid by both the absolutist administrations of Louis XIV and 
XVI — particularly the former — and the postrevolutionary Re- 
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publican andimperial (Napoleonic) governments ofthe late eigh- 
teenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

3. Control over critical skills and information, capital flows and 
investment, and of course, the use of force on a national scale. 

4. Established legitimate authority of the state seen in the eyes of 
the population as the sole rightful arbiter of private interests and 
the unique articulator cf the public interest, the general welfare. 
As Hall puts it. 

The ability to summon up this image of legitimacy remained one 
of the principal assets of the French state well into the post-war 
period. (Hall, 1986,p. 166) 

The preeminently bureaucratic characteristics of such a system, their 
paradoxes, and perversities, as well as their remarkable points of effective- 
ness, have, as is well known, been analyzed by a long line of distinguished 
historians and sociologists, from De Tocqueville (1856) to Crozier (1964 
and 1995).Their ideas will not be repeated in detail here. Rather, one or two 
points about the legacy of planning and bureaucratic centralism that was 
laid down in the period leading up to the “search for work reform” in the 
1970’s — ^the starting point cf Chapter 1 — ^are developed. 

The immediate postwar program of reforms entailed nationalizing of 
the main deposit banks, energy production, and posts and communica- 
tions. State control of transportation also followed, and Air France and the 
SNCF (Societe nationale des chemins de fer) dominated air and rail links. 
Education, welfare services, and the labor market were similarly struc- 
tured and vast administrative pyramids of the “Ministere de I’education 
nationale” and the “Securite sociale” complemented by extensive legal 
specification of national minima for employees (wages, hours, holidays, 
employers’ contributions, etc.) were constructed. France was not alone of 
course in constructing the elements of a “welfare state” in this manner — 
Britain was also a notable pioneer in this respect during the same period. 
However, the successful French implementation of successive national 
economicplans — sixbetween 1945 and 1975 — represented an archetype of 
so-called “indicative planning.” As Hall (1986) stressed, these plans ful- 
filled fwo essential purposes that were often in tension with each other — 
modernization of the productive apparatus for state-led growth, on one 
hand, and maintaining national social cohesion and unity, on the other. 
The experiences of these years in tackling such tensions in a relatively 
successful manner — for example, in cases of indusfrial resfrucfuring and 
redevelopment involvingextensive “downsizing” — explain much ofthe 
continuing contemporary French concern to marry economic moderniza- 
tion with social and human resources planning. 
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We can follow Lesoume (1998)in stressing three other specific features 
of centralism in France — keys to the success of the French model in the 
1960s, they would, in following decades, come to constitute formidable 
determinants cf national adaptation to socioeconomic and political change. 

1.2. Public Administration and Its Elites 

The “fonctionnaires” of the elaborate and complex French public 
administration and education systems have a special status, both in reality 
and in the French “collective consciousness.” In career terms, we findmost 
of the classical principles cf Weberian bureaucracy: admission to precise 
offices and strata through “merit” alone, judged rigorously through per- 
formance in separate and distinct national competitive examinations (the 
“concours,” whose number equals that of types of cheeses in the country, 
more than 360!); equality of treatment within that grade; precise salary 
grids; and security of employment until retirement age. As Lesoume 
(1998) notes, in principle this corps constitutes at the same time a mecha- 
nism of meritocracy and social mobility and also an instrument of homog- 
enous national identity. The “fonctionnaire” is supposed to share with his 
colleagues an ethic of honest and impartial service to the nation, applying 
mles to citizens equitably and without personal favor, and supporting an 
identity which is — or seems — permanent and immutable. Cormption has 
dented this belief in recent years, of course, as it has in all developed 
Western political systems. 

At the top of the administrative pyramid are, among others, the 
famous “Enarques” and “Polytechniciens,” graduates of ENA the Ecole 
nationale d’ administration and engineers of the Ecole Polytechnique, en- 
trance to which requires success in formidable competitive examinations. 
During the 1960s, these top economists, scientists, and engineers sought to 
forge a modem competitive nation by combining economic planning for 
price stability and lull employment with technological advance in con- 
stmcting a modern energy, telecommunications, and transport infrastmc- 
ture. Legislative control of certain aspects of working conditions and the 
labor market, along with substantial investment in national secular educa- 
tion, were seen as necessary for future social integration and cohesion. 

Since the 1960s, the continuing size and importance of the corps of 
“fonctionnaires” in French public life — and its vigorous trade union 
representation — has maintained an ideology of public service and collec- 
tive welfare, as well as a model of employment relations and human 
resources management. This latter stands largely apart from and often 
against the models that developed in the less restricted labor markets of 
the private sector. The social unrest of 1995 would confirm the overwhelm- 
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ing symbolic importance of both phenomena in the national conscious- 
ness, as we shall see in a later chapter. 

1.3. The Private Seetor 

From the start, French planning involved the view that planners were 
to be at the service of the business world and the administration, not their 
directors. After the Treaty of Rome in 1959 and the formation of the new 
European Economic Community, this led to the conviction that close alli- 
ances with the biggest private sector firms were more and more essential 
and mutually beneficial. The biggest industrial groups (Total, Renault, 
Bull, etc) became planets in the orbit of the state, as Eesoume puts it, 
somewhat to the detriment of the small and medium-sized firms fhaf were 
preponderanf in fhe French economy. The former came fo benefif from 
sfafe cusfom, fax, and exporfafion advanfages, economic infelligence ser- 
vices, and frequenf recruifmenfs of brillianf personnel from wifhin fhe 
ranks of fhe fop (and only fhe fop) civil servanfs (fhe enarques). Indusfrial 
concenfrafion and a subsfanfial and socially cohesive ‘Technocracy” of 
civil servanfs and indusfrialisfs grew as a resulf (Bauer & Bertin-Mourof, 
1987). This “polificized fhe privafe secfor and privafized much cf fhe pub- 
lic sector” (Hall, 1986). 

The mulfifude of small and medium-sized firms remained oufside 
fhis privileged sphere of acfion, fo fheir defrimenf. As we shall see lafer, 
fheir access fo sfafe help and infelligence, despife the extensive availability 
of the latter, remains to this day — except for agricultural firms — poor in 
comparison, and the sentiment of being more constrained than helped 
was quite widespread. [Controversy over the domination by large firms of 
state funds for assistance with human resources planning such as the FNE 
(“Fonds national pour I’emploi”) illustrates contemporary concern with 
this (Cour des comptes, 1997). Furthermore, it is worth stressing that in 
contemporary France small to medium firms sfill consfifufe fhe vasf major- 
ify of fhe overall fofal of 2 million; in 1993 fhe proportion of firms fhaf had 
more fhan 500 employees was still only 0.1%(Ducheneauf, 1995)]. 

In fhe bigger firms, subsfanfial reserves of managemenf and em- 
ployee innovafion — bofh fechnical and mofivafional — were lapped. The 
producfivify lessons of Taylorism — which had earlier been formulafed 
independenfly by French engineers like Maffem af Peugeof before fheir 
franslafion from fhe American fexfs (Cohen, 1984) — ^were applied quickly 
in fhe aftermafh of war, and fhe motivation lessons cf fhe “human rela- 
fions” school (Guillen, 1994) were fo follow, albeif much more slowly, 
finding fertile soil in fhe humanisf beliefs prevalenf in some manage- 
menf pressure groups and in pioneering business schools (such as ESSEC, 
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my own institution), on one hand, and in worker traditions of self- 
management and participation, on the other. State elites and business 
elites, often in collaboration, cultivated the importation and adaptation 
of innovative ideas from Scandinavia, the United States, and the United 
Kingdom (Djelic,1998). 

In the postwar period, representation of private companies has been 
dominated by the following employers’ organizations: 

The “CNPF, Conseil national du patron at francais,” formed in 1945 
and renamed in October 1998 as the “Mouvement des entre- 
prises de France, Medef, representing mainly medium-sized 
and large companies. The Medef represents more than 70% of 
French firms. 

The “Confederation generate des petites et moyennes entreprises” 
(CGPME) represents small firms. 

In addition, fhe “Centre des jeunes dirigeants” (CJD), created in 
1938, is a modest but influential Catholic humanist organization 
that also represents smaller companies. The CJD has promoted 
many innovations in France, for example, in the mid 1940s, the 
institutionalization cf works councils (“Comites d’entreprise”). 



1.4. Corporatist, Centralized, and Conflictual Industrial Relations 

French trade unionism has always been organized predominantly by 
sector (or “branche” which is not quite the same, as we shall see), not craft 
or job, and became more and more dominated by the structural paradox 
of poor membership numbers and workplace-level weakness combined 
with substantial national (confederal) influence within public institutions 
and alongside governments. 

The major labor unions were strengthened and consolidated in the 
early postwar period: 

The “Confederation generale du travail” (CGT), was originally 
formed in 1895 and since the 1940s was under Communist- 
influenced leadership; 

“Force ouvriere” (FO)was formedbetween 1947 and 1948by asplin- 
ter group within the CGT; 

The “Confederation francaise des travailleurs chretiens” (CFTC) 

was created in 1919 and was strongly influenced by the social 
philosophy of the Catholic Church; 

The “Confederation francaise democratique du travail” (CFDT), 
formed in 1964 from a split within the CFTC. The CFDT has been 
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strongly influenced by traditions cf worker self-management 
and methodical collective bargaining. 

The “Confederation generate des cadres” (CGC) (CFE-CGC after 
1981), a union of lower and middle managers, technicians, and 
engineers was created in 1944. 

The “Federation de I’education nationale” (FEN), the main teachers’ 
union, formed fully in 1946. 

These big unions have become designated “representatif,” conferring 
on them a special legal status in industrial relations and privileged access 
to national institutions; they have the right to participate in the decision- 
making cf national councils that determine certain training, employment 
benefit, and social security matters, the right to a near monopoly in collec- 
tive bargaining at sector level, and within the firm, the right to maintain 
union sections and present candidates for the elections of representatives 
on works councils. 

Just after the Second World War, union membership vigor was solid, 
and the avowed objective of democratic national reconstruction logically 
demanded from the state the inclusion of the leaders of organized labor — 
understood as “social partners” — in some of the institutions directly or 
indirectly associated with social and economic planning and preserving 
national unity. During that period, labor law established employee repre- 
sentatives (Delegues du personnel) and the first works councils (the Co- 
mites d’entreprise) — in 1945 — and the Constitutionrecognizedfull citizen 
rights to union membership and representation, to strike, and to social 
security coverage one year later. In 1950, minimum wages were instituted, 
and legal recognition of the force of “conventions collectives” — “branche” 
level bargained agreements on a variety of working conditions between 
unions and organized groups of employers — was established. 

By the 1960s, the concentration of unions and the centralization of 
bargaining had produced the undoubted advantages of uniformity and 
simplicity in an environment cf growth and increasing “massification” cf 
production, services, and consumption for the state, public administration, 
and large employers. A small number of negotiators and informants who 
represented labor within the major planning and social security institu- 
tions and at the upper levels of firms and administrations made possible 
the emergence cf a stable “corporatism” particularly suitable to prevailing 
economic and political conditions. 

Together with the dynamic action and organization of state elites and 
the industrial concentration in the private sector, this “corporatist” system 
of industrial relations would constitute an institutional framework of 
considerable effectiveness throughout the decade. Indeed, it was hailed 
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internationally as a model of economic reconstruction and social cohesion. 
It helped to produce spectacular increases in economic growth, living 
standards, social welfare provisions, and employee rights. Within the 
bigger industrial groups, it laid the basis for more flexible modes of labor- 
management negotiation of work reorganization that would emerge in the 
future. 

However, major ideological confrontationswere also present between 
strong and predominantly left-of-center trade unions and often inflexible 
and authoritarian employers, and these generated considerable rigidities. 
Political and doctrinal oppositions fed low-trust bargaining, and bureau- 
cracy inhibited innovation. Polarizations of interests and conflict were 
strong during the “trente glorieuses” to the 1970s (Lash, 1984) and pro- 
duced a heritage that still shapes industrial relations in the country. The 
French system remains marked by the paradoxical position of its trade 
unions: low membership densities and weaknesses at workplace level 
combined with high political and institutional legitimacy and a strong 
potential for mass industrial action. 



2. A NEW ERA OF REFORM 

AsLesoume (1998) stressed, manyofthe French institutional system’s 
strengths — and them entalities and norms bound up with them — would 
become problematic when a number of favorable conditions that had 
nourished them during the 1950s and 1960s were either rapidly or gradu- 
ally dissipated. The system had in fact relied upon national value con- 
sensus, a demographic boom, faith in technological progress, and confi- 
dence in the skill and integrity of political and economic elites, all factors 
largely present until the late 1960s. These conditions together provided a 
sociological and ideological “cement” for the institutional system and 
reinforced its action. 

But by 1968 cracks were already appearing. The social explosions of 
that year were to reveal in full view the limits of the faith of the young 
and of blue collar workers — in particular — in economic growth and tech- 
nical progress. Value consensus was momentarily completely shattered by 
the irruption of massive conflict on the streets, and the gap between the 
perceptions of political and economic elites and of groups at the bottom of 
the social hierarchy was harshly exposed. Long established and deeply 
rooted ideological differences that had been so strongly expressed before 
the war once more made their presence felt in industrial conflict and 
political radicalism. Materialism, consumerism, and the putative “Ameri- 
canization” of French life were dramatically called into question in the 
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wake of the student and worker unrest during that year. The rapidity of 
postwar changes provoked a social and economic anomie that had pro- 
found implications (Weber, 1998). 

The pillars of the institutional system were destabilized during the 
subsequent decade, but the French would show that they were willing and 
able reformers. As we will see in the next chapter, the perverse and de- 
motivating effects of Taylorism in the workplace would be a major pre- 
occupation in management and industrial relations, and experimentation 
with employee involvement would herald major modernizations of em- 
ployee relations in many private sector firms. 

But the institutional legacy would continue to be a tenacious condi- 
tioner of modernization processes in the future — heavy reliance on law 
and the state, bureaucratic centralism, and oppositional industrial rela- 
tions would all continue to weigh upon French projects of organizational 
change right up to the end of the 1990s. Thus, a delicate and difficult 
dialectic between the institutional legacy and often imaginative innova- 
tion would become the major hallmark of French attempts to modernize 
and improve employment relations. The following chapters describe this 
dialectic and draw general lessons from its unfolding and development. 



A BRIEF GUIDE TO THE FOLLOWING CHAPTERS 

A broad historical progression is followed in this book — beginning 
around 1968, as the preceding section indicated, and leading up to the 
present day — and each chapter considers a major theme in the processes 
of French “modernization.” These themes bring together three general 
“areas” of change in the firm, which may be considered separately, but 
which are usually interdependent in their evolution: 

1. “Work system” changes relating to evolutions interconnecting 
technologies, modes of skill use, and job organization at the level 
of the workplace. 

2. Human resources policy changes concerning modifications to 
personnel management practices such as skill and performance 
management, rewards, and employee development. 

3. Industrial relations developments relating to innovations in em- 
ployee participation and representation and in collective bar- 
gaining. 

Chapter Immediately takes up the story already begun earlier in this 
Introduction by dealing with the reforms that followed the radical indus- 
trial and social explosions of 1968 and really embodied a search for a new 
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model of manager- worker relationships, that was more participative and 
gave a bigger role to what is now often called employee “empowerment.” 
This is followed in the next chapter by a complementary discussion that 
focuses on the theme of the implementation and impact of technological 
changes in French companies. Dealing mainly with the radical transforma- 
tions of the 1970s and 1980s associated with computerization, the focus 
here is on attempts by management and labor in France to pilot these 
changes in a negotiated manner, on how far a strong discourse of joint 
manager- worker involvement in organizational change actually became 
a reality in company practices, and what this changed in turn. 

Next, Chapter 3 turns to another dimension of the recent paradig- 
matic shift in work organization, this time to how new employer strategies 
in quality and stock and time management progressively built what many 
saw as “a new industrial regime” onto the technical and organizational 
changes already outlined — a regime called “lean production.” The human 
dimension of these controversial changes is my main focus; gauging what 
the real significance of changes such as total quality management and 
just-in-time production has been for the quality of work and for employ- 
ment relations in France. 

Following this, the fourth chapter considers the way new forms of 
employee performance and skill management in French firms emerged 
alongside the previous shifts and looks at the difficulties — managerial and 
motivational in particular — that they provoked as they spread in recent 
years. Here the dominant theme is the spread of “individualization” in 
human resources management — the generalization of the performance 
management of single individual employees at nearly all levels of the 
hierarchy and the corresponding declining role of collective influences in 
this area of personnel. 

Chapter 5 tackles the crucial economic, social, and legal backdrop to 
the technological and organizational shifts evoked in earlier chapters, the 
restructuring processes that accompanied economic crisis which unfolded 
during the decade of the 1990s. Here the French conduct of “downsizing” 
is at the center of attention. explaining the way the free action of em- 
ployers and their personnel managers in this area has been regulated by 
law in France, 1 consider how the costs and benefits of the French approach 
add up and, more generally, whether we can talk of company “best prac- 
tice” in this contentious area. 1 also bring into the picture a more and more 
important issue — ^the role of international labor representation (here Euro- 
pean Works Councils) in the downsizing management process — showing 
how French firms have influenced broader European developmenfs. 

In Chapfer 6, fhe revolution of fhe 1980s and 1990s in employee 
flexibilify is fackled by looking af two dimensions that complement the 
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“functional” or job flexibilities looked at in earlier chapters; on one hand, 
the rise in contingent and nonstandard jobs (temporary, fixed term, etc.), 
and on the other, the emergence of radical reorganizations in working 
time. The interaction of changing labor markets with a strong political will 
to encourage better human resource planning and redeployment has 
marked the French experience. Governments have tried both to promote 
flexibility and push employers toward layoff avoidance and employment 
creation at the same time, and in recent years used the law on working 
time to do this. The chapter explains some of the paradoxes and contradic- 
tions cf this approach and also raises the issue of increasing employee 
insecurity and stress. 

In the concluding Chapter 7, 1 turn my attention to a broader societal 
level and tackle problems of crisis and reform in contemporary France. 
Arguing that the changes in employment relations outlined in the preced- 
ing chapters exacerbated a broader underlying collective crisis in French 
identity, I try to explain the roots of this state of affairs and also consider 
some of the catalysts and obstacles — political and social — tneform. Once 
more, I emphasize a unique interaction between innovation and institu- 
tional rigidity that showed its face in all of the preceding chapters and is 
so characteristic cf the distinctively French struggle toward social and 
economic “progress.” 




1 

The “Reform of Work” and 
the Evolution of Participative 
Management in France 



INTRODUCTION 

When should management be directive with employees and when cooper- 
ative and participative, sharing authority and responsibility? “Employee 
involvement” (El), or “participative management,” has been central to 
debates on this question in management, organization studies, and indus- 
trial relations for at least 40 years. Since the first substantial criticisms of 
bureaucracy and Taylorism and the advent of the overt humanism of the 
“human relations” movement, El has, moreover, been a thoroughly inter- 
national phenomenon, both on the level of debate and on that of company 
experimentation. Successive and overlapping “waves” of innovation in 
management thinking and practice have contributed to its continued mo- 
mentum; “Theory X or Y management” (McGregor, 1969), Organizational 
development (OD)(Huse, 1975),Sociotechnical systems (Emery and Thors- 
rud, 1976), total quality management (TQM) (Wilkinson, Redman, Snape, 
and Marchington, 1998), “lean production” (Womack, Jones, and Roos, 
1991), “team based” work systems (Jenkins, 1994a,b; Lawler, 1992), and 
employee “empowerment” (Argyris, 1998). 

In different countries, these “new methods” have been debated, 
adapted, implemented, or rejected within different institutional conditions 
and with different medium and long-term consequences for both manage- 
ment and employees (Cole,1989;Guillen,1994).They have been, moreover- 
and this is a point surprisingly neglected — ^the sites of forms of struggle 
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and contestation, for at their heart really lie crucial issues about the design 
of organizational structures and the motivation and satisfaction of em- 
ployees, and also — and above all — of the meaning and distribution of con- 
trol and power, and rights and responsibilities in the workplace. 

At the heart of the long historical experience of El, however, lies an 
important paradox clearly outlined by McCaffrey, Faerman, and Hart 
(1995) in a recent discussion. They put it in the form of a question about a 
discrepancy: 

One can identify compelling reasons for organizations to adopt participa- 
tive systems. Scholars and organizational consultants maintain that orga- 
nizations need such systems to prosper in an increasingly competitive 
and turbulent world, and that such changes are now taking place. Yet, 
participative techniques have diffused minimally. Why is there such a 
discrepancybetween the endorsements and the adoption of participative 
methods, despite the strong arguments for them and their intuitive ap- 
peal? (McCaflfey, Faerman, and Hart, 1995, p. 603) 

My argument in this chapter will be that in putting stress on the mana- 
gerial risks inherent in sharing control over work processes, the authors 
have found part of the answer to the question, and an important part, but 
that examining different national experienceswith El helps us to achieve a 
more complete one. In the following sections, the consideration of French 
experience with El will illustrate this view. 



1. EMPLOYEE INVOLVEMENT IN ERANCE: PERSPECTIVES 
AND STRATEGIES 

In attempting to trace the historical path of work reform and the 
gradual emergence of participative approaches to management in France, 
it is necessary to begin with the aftermath of the social explosions of 
1968 — ^the long general strike, the street battles between students, young 
workers, and police. So much ink has been spilled in analyzing the causes 
of the crisis of that year that a clear historical vision is difficult, even now, 
thirty years later. Earlier, in my Introduction to the book, I stressed the way 
those traumatic events crystallized both a certain decline of shared values 
(regarding progress and consumerism) and a crisis of confidence of several 
populations in the elites at the helm of the state and of large firms. Regard- 
ing their aftermath, 1 want to simply reiterate the judgment of Weber (1998) 
which seems balanced; on the one hand, the events produced a much 
needed democratization of French society — expressed in improved em- 
ployee rights and better social recognition of women and of the young — 
but on the other, they rejuvenated an ideology of class struggle, and this 
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reinforced certain rigidities in the French corporatist system that retarded, 
in particular, the modernization of the state. 

What, however, of relationships within the firm? What 1 wish to stress 
is the way that 1968 precipitated and accelerated certain tendencies in the 
area of management and work organization which were to a certain extent 
already unfolding; the calling into question of French managerial authori- 
tarianism (by some groups of managers, as well as employees),the critique 
of bureaucratic and Taylorist work organization, and the quest for more 
employee autonomy, expression, and representation in the workplace. 

May 1968 did not really “create a new agenda” in French employment 
but it did place the issue of social relations in the firm af fhe fop of fhe po- 
litical and economic priorifies of fhe mosf imporfanf economic and politi- 
cal elites. Both employers, the “patronat,” and the state were forced to see 
that work reform could not be delayed or handled lightly — urgency in its 
treatment was essential to the survival of French capitalism, and it would 
be by finding a disfincfly French road fo fhaf reform fhaf fhe fufure of fhe 
sysfem would be shaped. This road fo work reform was fo be marked, as 
we shall see, by imporfant foreign influences — Scandinavian, American, 
and Japanese in parficular — buf fhese would be mediafed and “refracf ed” 
by ideologies, insfifufional condifions, and sfruggles fhaf were disfincfly 
French: a specific dynamic role assumed by fhe sfafe (Hall, 1986), fhe 
beliefs of differenf managerial communities and “factions,” fradifions 
wifhin fhe labor movemenf, and evolvingpaffems of secfor and workplace 
negofiafion wifh unions (Rojof, 1989). 

The period of employmenf relafions from approximafely 1968-1984, 
from fhe evenfs of May fo fhe reverberafions caused by the “Auroux” 
legislative reforms enacted after the accession to power of FrangoisMitte- 
rand, is what concemsus here and it can, inasense,be divided up into two 
subperiods each dominated by a specific fheme. The firsf period, up fo 
1974-1975 and fhe onsef of economic recession in fhe Wesf (caused, among 
ofher fhings, by fhe oil crisis) can be said fo be fhaf of fhe “ameliorafion 
des condifions de fravail” (ACT), during which concern wifh improve- 
menfs in fhe “qualify of working life” (QWL)and the attenuation of some 
of the worst effects of Taylorism and Fordism predominated. This was a 
period of continuing industrial unrest across many European countries, 
France included. 

In the second period, up to the mid 1980s, issues of workplace expres- 
sion and communication supplemented the quest for improved working 
conditions. In this period, French firmsbegan to experiment seriously with 
a variety of “parallel structures” that supplemented normal hierarchical 
relationships between employees and managers (Kanter, 1987). Mecha- 
nisms such as “expression groups” (called in France “groupes d’expres- 
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sion des salaries”) and, more familiarly, quality control circles spread quite 
extensivelyin French firms. The major employer’ s federation, the “Conseil 
national du patronat frangais” (CNPF)sent its first fact-findingmissionto 
Jap an as early as 1979(Morville,1985).Acrossthewhole decade, a legion of 
French firms implemenfed experimenfal forms of work organizafion and 
communicafion fhaf raised many question marks over a number of fhe 
Taylorisf and Fordisf orfhodoxies of fhe day: work enlargemenf and en- 
richmenf and, more ambifiously, fhe organizafion of work sociofechnically 
around semiaufonomous work groups (here fhe dominanf influence was 
Scandinavian and British, principally the Tavistock Institute’s research) 
(Trepo, 1979; Saussois, 1979). 

In the discussion that follows, the perspectives and actions of the 
different institutional actors will be considered followed by an assessment 
of the overall impact and depth of change of work innovation within 
French firms. The general poinf made will be familiar from ofher innova- 
tion confexfs (Abrahamson, 1991); whereas some reformers during fhe 
1970s saw fhemselves as ushering in revolutionary changes in work orga- 
nizafion, hindsighf and analysis show fhaf fhe real impacf of experimen- 
fafion and debafe lay in /earning painful lessons in organizational change 
(mefhods, timing, speed, objectives) along wifh softening resisfances fo 
change. A dialectic of mufual adjusfmenf and accommodation was sef in 
mofion. This learning process would prepare for fufure furfher innova- 
fions vifal fo fhe adjusfmenf s necessary during fhe informafion fechnology 
“revolufion” fo come in subsequenf years (considered in fhe nexf chapfer). 
Anficipafing, we can say fhaf despife subsfanfial innovations in work 
pracfices, fhe period did nof really produce widespread fransformafion of 
workplace organizafion sfrucfures along group lines, such as occurred in 
Scandinavia (Cole, 1989).To begin wifh, we need fo examine fhe evolution 
of French managemenf posifions on employee involvemenf. 

1.1. The Patronat and Managerial Innovation 

Until the early 1960s and the birth of a “modernist” wing, the main 
body representative of large French employers (the “patronat”), the CNPF, 
created just after the war in 1946, was a distinctly conservative organism. 
Its priorities were defense cf management power and prerogatives, such 
as had been experienced before the war, and defense of economic protec- 
tion. It was relatively hostile (sometimes openly, sometimes not) to the 
immediate postwar interventionism of the French state (Weber, 1986). As 
far as social relations in the firm were concerned, the approach was equally 
defensive: strong opposition and then eventually grudging acceptance of 
state-initiated reforms. The creation of the “Comites d’entreprise” (CE 
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hereafter), or works councils, just after the war, the necessity for formal- 
ized bargaining, and the signing of “conventions collectives,” sector agree- 
ments, with the unions and the need to tackle the roots of social and 
industrial conflicts (for example duringthe 1953 strikes) were all contested. 

However, an emerging “modernist” current of employers found its 
inspiration in the 1963 report by Frangois Bloch-Laine (Director of “La 
caisse de depots et consignations”). Pour une reforme de I’entreprise, a “man- 
ifesto for a new generation of Keynesian executives” (Morville, 1985).The 
report’s ideas were followed up by an alliance between the “Christian 
progressives” of the “Centre dejeunes patrons,” the CJP (to become the 
CJD, “Centre dejeunes dirigeants” in 1968), and other humanist elements 
within the CNPF open to foreign managerial innovations (particularly 
American and Scandinavian ones) and acutely aware of the need for 
change in French employment relations. Religious convictions were ideo- 
logically very important — preoccupation with notions of the common 
good, of social responsibility, and of social aid for the “demunis” (thepoor) 
would forge a managerial philosophy distinct from Anglo-American hu- 
manism (Weber, 1986; Guillen, 1994) that remains influential today. 

May 1968 had placed in high relief the dangers of the kind of manag- 
erial conservatism to which the modernists and humanists were opposed; 
whether social revolution had been a real possibility or not, its specter had 
the effect of an electric shock to the nation’s top managers. The modernist 
case for a reforming and innovative CNPF, for a comprehensive CNPF 
“projet de societe” (or project of social reform), swept aside the defensive 
position of the conservatives and with this two initiatives were placed 
high on the agenda: developing newer and better forms of dialogue with 
the unions and with employees, on one hand, and improving working 
conditions in the firm, on the other. This bore fruit — as Morville (1985) 
notes, six national agreements with the major unions were signed between 
1970 and 1974, as many as in the preceding 20 years! 

A period of experimentation began in working conditions. American 
“human relations” ideas on the management of motivation and on work 
redesignwerepopularizedanddiffused(Herzberg’s Work and the Nature of 
Man appeared in French for the first time in 1971 and MacGregor’s classic 
on “Theory X and theory Y management” in 1969).These found fertile soil 
in a critical foundation already well prepared by analysts of work such as 
the Frenchman Georges Friedmann (1946,1950)andby the humanist social 
philosophy popular among many younger French managers. Newly cre- 
ated management associations such as “Entreprise et progres” and the 
Saint-Simonian “Association des cadres dirigeants de I’industrie pour le 
progres economique et sociale” (ACADI) played an important role as 
catalysts in this. 
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In the late 1960sa small number of large French industrial companies 
began to set up experimental production arrangements. At this time, for 
example, partly due to its collaboration with Volvo, Renault began to use 
“sociotechnical analysis” in job redesign and semiautonomous work 
teams (Freyssenet, 1995). “Japanization” was as yet unheard of! BSN the 
foods giant (later to become Danone) had been similarly experimenting 
throughout the sixties in a number of plants (Clerc, 1973). 

Indeed, the avalanche of discussion, debate, and publication on im- 
proving working conditions formed what would come later to be regarded 
by some observers (Trepo, 1980; Piotet, 1988) as the first French manage- 
ment “fashion.” The number of special editions ofjoumals and magazines 
devoted to the issue that appeared in the early and mid-decade gives an 
idea of the extent of the phenomenon: 

Economic et Humanisme, 227, January 1976, Tendance nouvelles en or- 
ganisation du travail (New tendencies in work organization). 

Projet, 95, May 1975, Le travail en question (Work in question). 

Prospectives, 4,1975, Prospective du travail (Work in the future). 

Sociologie du Travail, 4,1974, Conditions de travail — le taylorisme en 
question (Working conditions; Taylorism in question); 2, 1976, Les 
nouvelles formes d’ organisation du travail (New forms of work 
organization). 

PCM Ponts, Chaussees et Mines, 5,1973, Affaires sociales — lescondi- 
tions de travail (Social relations; working conditions). 

Professions et Entreprises, 652-652, May 1973, Les conditions de travail 
(Working conditions). 

Echanges et Projets, 10, 1976, De la crise du travail a la reforme de 
I’entreprise (From work crisis to work reform). 

Les Temps Modernes, April 1970, Division du travail et techniques de 
pouvoir (Division of labour and power relations). 

Travail et Mkhodes, 308, December 1974, Les equipes autonomes 
d’entreprise et I’ameliorationdes conditions de travail (Autono- 
mous teams and working conditions). 

etc., etc. 

However, the economic crisis of 1974-1975 modified the ardor of 
many managers and put their “modernist and humanist” projects into a 
framework that required greater attention to “economic realism” and to 
increases in efficiency and producfivity. The CNPF for its part reacted 
hostilely to the reforming zeal contained in the conclusions of four suc- 
cessive reports demanded by President Valery Giscard d’Estaing in the 
1975-1977period (Sudreau (“La reforme de I’entreprise”), Stoleru (“Con- 
ditions de travail”), Wissner (“Shiftwork”), and Giraudet (“Low pay”). 
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and waged a campaign against their proposals, taking the position that job 
redesign and negotiation could never be allowed to threaten either the 
legitimacy of management control in the firm or productivity. Further- 
more, as Morville stressed, another change of emphasis was registered; the 
CNPF in the latter part of the decade tried to diminish the importance of 
public, visible, sector-level negotiations with the “big battalions” of the 
unions in favor of enterprise and plant level dialogue and communication. 
Henceforth, it would be the firm, considered as an autonomous social unit 
(and soon, as we shall see, almost as a “community”) thatwouldbe seen as 
the priority location for negotiating employee relations. For many com- 
mentators, this shift in policy coincided with two phenomena: first, the 
perception by the patronat of a stark weakness in union influence on the 
shop floor in French firms and, second, fhe gradual elaboration of a policy 
of marginalizafion or integrafion of union power in the firm designed fo 
capifalize on and deepen this weakness. 

There is much to commend such a view, fitting as it does the view of a 
growing influence of “human relations” ideas on work and personnel 
management. Such ideas were often either silent on union representation 
and negotiation or saw the firm as a “community of common interests.” 
The logic of the direct appeal to individual employees, cf dialogue and 
communication with them and not their representatives, must have been 
compelling. By broadening the scope of “management” to embrace new 
forms of influence on employees, by improving working condifions so as 
to increase motivation, and by breaking aspects of the framework of 
Taylorism with which contemporary industrial relations were incompat- 
ible, management “modernism” could become the kind of “social engi- 
neering” that Michel Crozier so clearly foresaw and feared in 1970, pro- 
viding, of course, that viable techniques could be found (Crozier, 1970). 

Consultants were so on to supply them. By the end of the decade, 
employer groups such as the Entreprise et progres (CNPF) and the Centre 
de jeunes dirigeants (CJD),subsequent to a series of enthusiastic visits to 
the United States and Japan, were vociferously advocating the use of 
“parallel structures” such as progress groups and quality control circles (to 
which we shall return later), and the larger French firms — consisfentwith 
their postwar role as innovators — were enthusiastically experimenting 
with them. More easily packaged and implemented than wholesale work 
redesign projects — a crucial issue for their diffusion — ^they were to sup- 
plant in popularity the semiautonomous teams that had flowered in the 
earlier part of the decade. They could be relatively easily integrated into 
newly formulated internal communication policies and they did not — at 
least not explicitly — ^raise as many difficult and awkward questions about 
management control and competence. 
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1.2. The State and Work Reform 

Perhaps paradoxically, the arrival of a Socialist administration in 1981 
accelerated and consolidated such tendencies, but before we sketch the 
important “Auroux” programme of legislation of 1982 that was central to 
this, we must comment on the earlier post- 1968 activities of government 
in workplace reform and industrial relations. 

In the wake of the events of May 1968, in an atmosphere of social, 
political, and economic disorder, the state naturally attempted to do every- 
thing in its power to urge reform, consensus, and negotiated change in 
employment relations. Improving the quality of life at work was deemed a 
major priority tf further major industrial unrest was to be contained and 
limited. A number of significant initiatives were to mark the following 
decade: the setting up of agencies for research and the dissemination of 
ideas on the quality of working life (such as ANACT, rAgencenationale 
pour I’amelioration des conditions de travail, in 1973), the initiation of 
specific studies by working groups and commissions, tripartite negotia- 
tions on employment issues with the patronat and unions, and of course, 
legislation itself. (It is also worth remarking here that the reform of indus- 
try through “participation” had always been a theme dear to President 
Charles de Gaulle in an earlier period of the life of the French state. The 
General had welcomed Bloch-Laines manifesto for reform with some 
enthusiasm (Weber, 1986)). 

Regarding the commissioning of studies (by a Minister of State or the 
President, or often in the context of the preparation of the fifth and sixth 
national economic plans), 1968-1976 was a remarkably fecund period, as 
Meylan (1976)notes. Naturally, in a number of cases these studies would 
serve as work preliminary to legislation. Four of these were particularly 
significant: the Delamottereport of 1971,“Recherchesenvue d’une organi- 
sation plus humaine du travail industriel” (For a more humane organiza- 
tion of industrial work), the Chaigneau (1975) report, the Stoleru (1978) 
report, and the Sudreau (1975)report. Delamotte, requested by the Minis- 
ter of Labour, was a study of the future of manual work and of the 
contemporary negative effects of Taylorism and the Fordist assembly line. 
In its second section, it detailed a variety of French and foreign initiatives 
in work redesign and job enrichment. This widely diffused study had 
considerable influence in industry and was to “feed” the formulation of a 
1973 law on working conditions. 

All of these official reports provoked the ire of both unions and 
employers alike; in their recommendations, they hit directly at the central- 
ist corporatism sharedby management and unions since the 1960s to which 
I have already referred. As Morville (1985)notes, the CNPF would “wage 
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propaganda war” against the Sudreau report between 1975 and 1977. The 
conclusions cf these reports would be a major influence on Socialist pro- 
posals after the political turnaround in 1981 (the election of Frangois Mit- 
terand) and would heavily inform the sweeping program embodied in the 
Auroux laws of 1982. 

This brings us to the issue of legislation and tripartite negotiation during 
the 1970s. The “Grenelle” negotiations between state, patronat, and unions 
immediately after the events of May 1968 were of considerable importance 
in at least three directions: 

1. In advocating an immediate increase in the minimum wage 
(SMIG) and in salaries across the board; 

2. In proposing immediate tripartite negotiations on reducing work- 
ing hours, on employment security, and on providing profes- 
sional training; 

3. In developing legislation concerning union rights in the firm — the 
obligatory recognition by employers of union locals or “sections,” 
the extension of social security provisions to all employees, and 
the reform of the law on “conventions collectives” (industrial sec- 
tor agreements simultaneously tackling a range of employment 
issues). 

This substantial effort to place the firm, and not the industrial “branches” 
(similar but not identical to economic “sectors”), more at the center of 
French industrial relations was reinforced by two further advances: first, 
the 1973 law on improving working conditions and subsequently the 1975 
tripartite agreement on the same subject that itself led to legislation. The 
latter law contained a number of innovations: inauguration of new possi- 
bilities of flexibly using working time, creation (as we have already men- 
tioned) of the national agency/consultant ANACT and, importantly, rein- 
forcing the role of the CE/works council — henceforth this organism 
would have to be consulted in “any substantial plans for work reorganiza- 
tion” and would be expected to guarantee respect for more stringent 
health and safety measures. 

Throughout the decade, then, both legislative activity and tripartite 
negotiation were intense. In the six years alone between 1969 and 1975, 
nine agreements between the state, employers, and unions were signed, 
the “accords nationaux interprofessionnels.” If this activity was certain to 
become less intense toward the latter part of the decade, governmental 
exhortation would certainly remain sustained and this particularly in the 
area of workplace expression and communication. As Trepo (1980)makes 
clear, the Sudreau and Stoleru reports were followed by a series of strong 
recommendations to both employers and unions. 
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State impatience with the rate of reform was matched, however, by 
union and employer obstinacy and resistance to intervention. Although in- 
company experimentation with new forms of worker communication and 
participation continued modestly (as outlined before), it would take the 
shock of the Socialist accession to power in 1981-1982 and the Auroux 
program of reforms that followed to change definitively the legal require- 
ments for worker participation and expression. 

1.3. Union Perspectives and Strategies for Employee Involvement 

Writing in 1984, Borzeix makes an essential point about the common 
thrust of the major French unions' approach to the organization of pro- 
duction in the period under consideration: 

Taylorism ... has for the past fifteen years been one of theFrench unions' 
favorite objects of attack. It is not merely the destmctive and degrading 
effects of Taylorism that organized labour has criticized but the under- 
lying principles of scientific management. Thus production lines, piece 
work, shiftwork, hierarchy, de-skilling, fragmentation and the sacrosanct 
division between manual and intellectual labor are all seen as technical 
choices rather than the product cf inexorable fate. Against them workers 
can and must rebel. Responsibility, initiative, autonomy, and an active in- 
terest in one's work should no longer be limited to a minority. In short 
unions now see Taylorism as the root of all evil ... (Borzeix, 1984,pp. 
146-147) 

She makes the further important point that this view did not result 
from a shift in abstract social analysis but was forged by reaction to the 
waves of strikes by semiskilled production line workers from May 1968 
until the height of the oil-related economic crisis in 1975. 

However, major divergences existed in the early decade between the 
views of the two main French unions, CGT and CFDT, on the attitude to 
take toward job redesign and the newer forms of manager- worker com- 
munication being used. The CGT regarded such innovations with clear 
skepticism — ^they were management gadgets and gimmicks really de- 
signed to increase productivity by both organizational and ideological 
sleight of hand, leaving the real problems of exploitation, control and 
alienation untouched. The CFDT, that historically had long given high 
priority to the goal of worker self-management in industry (“autoges- 
tion”), was far more receptive — its view was that such innovations should 
be encouraged but directed by employees, whenever possible, in direc- 
tions consonant with their interests. 

By the latter part of the decade, a greater convergence of views was 
manifest and the CGT recognized that, as Borzeix puts it, “this represented 
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the first chink in the armour of scientific management” and that “it made 
sense to enlarge that chink.” Both union confederations thus advised a 
policy of pragmatism and vigilance toward workplace changes: develop 
and build on the opportunities to further workers’ interests presented by 
the innovations, but remain wary of the dangers of “incorporation” and 
emasculation of worker’s collective voice made possible by the increasing 
direct communication of managers with individual employees. At the 
national confederation level, as 1 have already said, the unions’ voice was 
heard through the traditional French corporatist channels, even if their 
refusal to sign the final agreements was frequent. 

But what about at the level of the firm? Given the underdeveloped 
nature of workplace industrial relations negotiations in France (a state of 
affairs the government was trying to change rapidly), we could expect a 
considerable contrast between national union strategies and local in-firm 
tactics, compromises, and outcomes. This was, after all, the beginning of a 
long learning process in industry. This is confirmed by the available case 
studies carried out by sociologists from the mid-decade onward; these 
show local unions reacting to “on-the-ground” workplace innovations 
pragmatically and warily. No consistent, rigorous, or sustained “strategy” 
was discernible in their behavior (Borzeix, 1984;Trepo, 1980). Members of 
the same union in different firms sometimes showed violent opposition to, 
and at other times active support for, the same experimental change. A 
whole range of pragmatic tactics thus emerged in the function of the 
variations in local contingencies — how a specific workplace change was 
introduced, local union strengths and weaknesses, the extent of labor- 
management trust, etc. Union federations and local militants gradually 
developed more consistent positions, but the gaps would remain with the 
doctrines of the national union “centrales.” 

Behind the diverse expressions of this local union pragmatism lay, of 
course, the feeling that new management social initiatives (these often 
reviving memories of prewar paternalism) were almost impossible to 
counter, given the available resources of time, skill and research available 
to local militants and officials. Innovative managers were initiating new 
approaches to work time and labor use in the firm that rapidly “escaped” 
union influence and began to weaken it, once instituted. Added to this the 
depth of the economic crisis of the later decade would not help organized 
labor — unemployment would have an effect on both levels of militancy 
and union membership levels. Union density in France dropped from 20 
to 15% between 1975 and 1985 (Mouriaux, 1986, p. 30) and days lost 
through strikes followed in the same direction (ibid, p. 47). 

Within this context of new and radical challenges to their position 
locally and nationally, the unions tried to maintain influence on fhe on- 
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going attempts to define the content of the right to workplace expression. 
Whereas the position cf the CGT was that such a right ought to be a right 
to expression through union delegates presiding over formal workshop 
councils, the CFDT’s position was more nuanced, accepting as it did that 
management would inevitablyplay a role in channellingthis collective ex- 
pression. This role would, however, have to be limited so that the canalization 
of free debate would not be entirely employer and manager dominated. 
Furthermore, employers should be constrained to accept the right of all 
workers to a proportion of paid working time in meetings and commis- 
sions, to negotiate with unions on the nature of such meetings, and to spec- 
ify how their output would be systematically fed upward to works councils. 

Such a view would be very influential, as we shall see in a moment, in 
the attempt of the Auroux legislative program to guide the development 
of workplace communications by proposing a legal framework. Auroux 
opened up a new decade of workplace reform, but it was also the state’s 
attempt to codify and make sense of the experimentations of the seventies. 
Now, an assessment of the real impact of that experimentation on French 
employee relations at the dawn of the eighties will be given. 



2. THE IMPACT OF 1970s WORKPLACE EXPERIMENTATION 

As regards workplace innovations, it is clear that their “symbolic” 
role in a company, industry, or even a whole economy is often more 
important in influencing behavior than their numerical strength. If inno- 
vations are strongly defended by “champions,” if they are publicized 
within appropriate networks, and if appropriate media are available to 
transmittheir “message,” then their influence and spread canbe consider- 
able. If innovalions answer quickly to needs created by competitive 
conditions — higher productivity, better adaptation of the workforce and 
its skills to changing production and service demands, easier integration 
of new methods, etc. — then it can seem overwhelmingly necessary to 
imitate others, to “benchmark” (as we say today), to adopt their “solu- 
tions.” There is always a mixture of the irrational and the rational in the 
reasons lying behind the adoption and spread of new forms of organizing 
and managing (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983;Cole, 1989; Abrahamson, 1991). 

This was clearly so in the period at hand; job enrichment, enlarge- 
ment, and semiautonomous teams caught the managerial imaginationjust 
as did various forms of “progress” or “expression groups.” Innovation 
leaders within each industrial sector became known. Specialized consul- 
tancies began to flourish. But what was the real “penetration” of these 
changes within firms and across Ihe French economy? Although I have 
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stressed thattheir outcome “fed” andnourished post-Auroux (1982) work- 
place change and thus had an important role in long term learning pro- 
cesses and innovation diffusion up to the present decade, what was 
their real force in the 1970s? 

The difficulty of giving a precise answer to this question is clear if we 
examine two attempts at an estimate (and it should be said that there are 
not many available), one in 1976 (Ruffier, 1976) and one later on in the 
decade (Trepo, 1979).On one hand, Ruffier estimated the total number of 
employees implicated in job redesign programs at between 10,000 and 
35,000 (“too many for the phenomenon to be purely ideological, too few 
for it to represent a strategy of the whole patronat,” as he puts it (p. 130)), 
and on the other hand, Trepo, just three years later, gives a figure of 500,000 
to 600,000 workers (Trepo, 1979, p. 159),roughly fifteen times greater! 

Whatever the degree of take-up of job enrichment and job enlarge- 
ment, on one hand, and “parallel structures” of worker-manager commu- 
nication and expression, on the other, it seems clear that one particular 
radical structural innovation — semiautonomous work teams — failed to 
spread significantly. All of the evidence suggests that they foundered on 
the rock of economic recession from the mid-decade onward and that no 
actors were sufficiently strong or willing enough to carry their diffusion 
forward.Those in companies who had the power to adopt or extend such 
practices through job redesigns — engineers and managers — became con- 
vinced that they would not produce the increases in productivity that new 
competitive conditions demanded. As unemployment grew, it also be- 
came less and less clear that recruitment and motivation would continue to 
pose problems in industry — as they had in the earlier part of the decade — 
and therefore that major work reorganization to tackle them was appro- 
priate. 

This view gains some solid support from the examination of the history 
of Renault, one of France’s most innovative companies in the human re- 
sources area. Freyssenet’s (1995)recent account of the gradual development 
of semiautonomous teams working in the firm shows how doubt about the 
economic viability and social necessity of such groups — often working in 
“modules” that prefigured later forms of flexible team org anization — ^was 
transmitted by specific key actors in the company during the 1970s: 

The work study departments of the company opposed the modular solu- 
tions which, in their view, should have been eliminated as soon as pos- 
sible. Their favored solution to the crisis in work was a rapid movement 
toward automation that would permit the elimination of difficult and 
repetitive work, and the development of new guidance-surveillance- 
maintenance functions, more attractive and more skilled. This is the path 
that would be taken at the end of the seventies. (Freyssenet, 1995, p. 296) 
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What is more, the high levels of absenteeism and turnover in the firm 
that typified the “crisis of work” in the early decade diminished rapidly 
under the effects of later recession. “Motivation through work restructur- 
ing" became less and less an economic and organizational priority. 

Without trying to argue that Renault’s situation was typical of the 
whole of French industry, I do want to suggest that the conditions just 
mentioned were by no means isolated ones and that they hindered the 
wider diffirsion of the semiautonomous group as a specific type of organi- 
zational innovation. At the particular historical juncture of the late 1970s, 
neither the economic “rationality” of autonomous groups nor their partic- 
ular “transmission mechanisms” (managers, consultants, engineers) were 
sufficiently committed and strong. 

The situation was different for using other El mechanisms such as 
“progress groups” and “quality circles.” Not touching directly and imme- 
diately the hierarchical organization of production or the prerogatives of 
work study engineers and line managers, the issues raised by their intro- 
duction into firms were (and they still are) of another order. Potentially, 
they offered a means of improving workplace climate and communica- 
tions while enabling managers to feed valuable knowledge about work 
processes obtained from them up the hierarchy. As we shall see in section 
4, their diffusion — not the diffusion of autonomous production teams — 
would be one of the major characteristics of the early to mid-1980s indus- 
trial scene in France. 



3. THE AUROUX LAWS OF 1982 

The decade of the 1980s opened with the victory of the Socialist 
Fran^oisMitterand in the Presidential elections after years of rule from the 
right. Thus began what has been called the “left’s apprenticeship for 
governing” (McCormick, 1985). However, as clarified earlier, the 1982 
Auroux program of legislation was the fruit of a decade of legislative and 
negotiating effort aimed at the gradual reform of work and industrial 
relations. Changes in management practice were not, of course, simply 
“pushed” by this dynamic; a reciprocal interaction between management 
innovations and institutional changes was more evident — a tension, a 
dialectic. This was to continue throughout the 1980s and, at the start of the 
decade, battle lines were drawnbetween the CNPF and a Socialist govern- 
ment intent on making radical nationalizations and also on imposing on 
companies a whole series of new employment obligations and respon- 
sibilities. 

The Auroux report, in fact, led to a full one-third rewriting of the 
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“Code du travail” (French labor law), an enormous undertaking. To sim- 
plify somewhat here, I shall outline two main aspects of the legal changes 
that resulted, and then I will immediately tackle the evidence cf the way 
companies, their employees, and the unions behaved in their aftermath 
regarding workplace expression and communication processes. In the 
next chapter, I will turn to the formal negotiation of the process of techno- 
logical change through the traditional institutions (such as the “Comite 
d’entreprise,”the works council) that the laws sought to renew, strengthen, 
and empower. 

In regard to employee expression, the law of August 4, 1 982 formulated 
the right of all employees to express themselves on work content, organi- 
zation, and conditions and also on projects and changes necessary to 
improve the quality of working life. Concretely, this demanded of com- 
panies that had more than 300 employees that they begin negotiation on 
which mechanisms would be appropriate to effect the collective expres- 
sion of the right (groups, commissions, meeting with what frequency, 
under what leadership, etc.). The mark of the thinking of the CFDT union 
was clearly evident in the formulation here. 

This imposition was understood as the opening of a phase of experi- 
mentation with employee expression in French companies — it would be 
followed in 1985-1986 with more definite measures. This concerned only 
firms in the private sector — in the public sector it was announced (and 
here the CGT had been influential) that workshop councils would be set 
up that meet once every two months and provided a minimum quota of 
paid hours per year for meeting time. 

With respect to workplace representation and negotiation, the law of 
November 13,1982 fixed two obligations on companies. First, there was the 
legal obligation on employers to engage in regular negotiations with 
unions at both industry and firm level: annually on salaries and every five 
years on job gradings, bofh af the industrial sector level; annually on pay 
rates (not just minima) and working time in firms (of more than 50 em- 
ployees). Furthermore, existing systems of representation were modified 
fo sfrengthen them (laws of November 28 and December 23, 1982). The 
rights of the CE to company information were extended to business data 
on the firm’s competitive position, human resource plans and — crucial 
for our discussion in the next chapter — projects for introducing new tech- 
nologies. Improving representation in smaller firms was also envisaged; 
union sections could now be formed in firms of all sizes (nof jusf in those 
that had more than 50 employees as hitherto) and in those with less than 50 
but more than 10, the “delegues de personnel” (the employee representa- 
tive) would have the representation functions and prerogatives of the CE 
in larger firms. Importantly, size minima for granting various rights in law 
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would now include part-time, fixed-contract, and temporary employees 
for official calculation. 



4. THE PROGRESSION OE WORK REEORM: EXPRESSION 
GROUPS AND QUALITY CIRCLES IN THE 1980s 

What was the impact of the 1982 Auroux legislation on in-flrm em- 
ployee communication and expression? Seventeen years later we can now 
give a careful, tf not an exact, evaluation. Despite the profound early 
hostility of the CNPF to the Auroux programme (Gallie, 1985; Weber, 1986), 
it seems clear now that this was more an opposition to the principle of 
state imposition than to the idea of stimulating worker expression. In the 
earlier decade, many employers had already been moving toward greater 
employee involvement (viajob redesign and also via consultative mecha- 
nisms), although this was dominated by large firms, the “locomotives” of 
much organizational innovation. But clearly employers wanted to control 
the modes cf implementation and the mechanisms of employee expres- 
sion. As Gallie notes, in the Auroux program the government had skill- 
fully exploited the common interest of both sides of industry in enhanced 
worker expression but 

ooothe moment the issue shifted to the detailed implementation of the 
reform, the tensions between the underlying conceptions of the two 
parties could no longer be veiled. (Gallie, 1985, p. 217) 

A struggle ensued between the two views of the control and purpose 
of expression and “an attempt by both employers and radical unions to 
recuperate the measure for their own longer term objectives.” (ibid.) What 
was its outcome? Even if we accept Gallie’s view that early (1984) esti- 
mates showed that 63% of agreements on expression groups revealed that 
managements had the prerogative of leading and organizing such groups, 
their subsequent evolution and impact cannotbe said to have been entirely 
dominated bymanagers. Sociologically andpsychologically, any expression 
and representation mechanism will create its own dynamics and escape 
unilateral control (Bemoux, 1989). In fad, we musf bear in mind that the 
expression groups setup after Auroux, and usually called “Groupes d’ex- 
pression des salaries” (GES hereafter), formed only one parallel structure 
being experimented with in French firms, alongside many others. An idea 
of this wide diversity in the early to middle 1980s is shown in Table 1.1. 

The promise of using such groups, not simply to help communication 
but to “mobiliserles salaries sur les problemes de la production” (a con- 
temporary slogan meaning “mobilize worker enthusiasm on production 
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issues”) and to exploit the resources of tacit skill and knowledge in the 
workforce, was quickly grasped and developed by French managers. 
However, the scale of the diffusion of these different types of El groups 
across French firms depended on their intrinsic qualities — affecting the 
ease of adoption and use — and also how effectively they were marketed 
and “sold” by consultants and others. 

Quality circles spread at a much quicker rate than the others in part 
because of such marketing but also, as I suggested in the introduction, 
because of their relative simplicity and attractiveness as an organizational 
“investment” (Chevalier, 1991). Throughout the 1980s, helped by dynamic 
and proselytizing organizations such as the “Association Frangaise des 
cercles de qualite” (AFCERQ)and by growing numbers of management 
consultancies and influential publications by authors such as Raveleau 
(1983) and Serieyx (1982), their growth continued extremely rapidly. The 
early pioneers were large companies such as Lesieur and Citroen, but by 
1988 all regions of the French economy were affected by using the CQ, 
from steel production (e.g.,Usinor at Dunkerque with spectacular growth 
in use) to electronics (Bull at Angers, for example) to hotel chains (Accor- 
Novotel). Estimates in 1987 put the number in France at approximately 
30,000, making it the highest user of CQs in Europe (Polo, 1987). 

The general attraction of the CQ to some managements was (and still 
is) easy to understand, as are the challenges they can pose to both upper 
and middle management, supervisors, and workers alike. On one hand, by 
making time available each fortnight (typically) for one or two hours of 
discussion of work problems in small teams of volunteers (in France three 
to twelve workers plus a “cadre”), they offer a real potential for more 
effective use of the accumulated knowledge and experience of the work- 
force in raising standards of quality. There is plenty of evidence to support 
this (Boissard & Plassart, 1987). On the other and muchmore ambitiously, 
they can form simply one methodological tool in an overall “total quality” 
management strategy (considered in Chapter 3). Many French consultants 
favored such a broader radical quality strategy with a rigorous application 
of methodologies such as the “fourteen steps” of Crosby, the pioneering 
American quality theorist (Boissard t Plassart, 1987). But whether seen as 
simple technique or as part of a broader strategy, it is clear that part of the 
tempting attraction to managers of CQs could be that they preempt “dys- 
functional” trade union agitation on working conditions. How did the 
phenomenon evolve? 

For the “Cercles de qualite” (CQ),most research findings cautiously 
assessed their impact on the workplace, thus tempering the rather wild 
claims made at the time by somejoumalists and management consultants. 
A number of contemporary assessments developed by French research 
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“laboratoires’Vresearch groups are important, but here only three are 
considered: the studies led by Chanaron (Grenoble/Lyon, IREP/GLYSI) 
and Chevalier (Paris, HEC) concerning CQs only and the third led by 
Martin and Gautrat (Paris, GSCI) dealing with both CQs and GES together. 

The important issue of power relations was at the heart of the con- 
cerns of the study of CQs carried out by Chanaron and the joint IREP 
Grenoble/GLYSI Lyon team (Chanaron & Perrin, 1986). This looked at 
their function in ten companies of varying operation, size, and technologi- 
cal sophistication. They stressed the clear link between the inauguration 
and running of CQs and management’s desire to enhance the competitive- 
ness and profitability of workshops — “softening” Taylorism by focusing 
on the quality of working life on the shop floor was not a primary motiva- 
tion. Rather, the major concern of managements was to generate a better 
flow of information about working methods (both up and down) through 
the levels of the existing hierarchy, so as to ease technological and orga- 
nizational innovation. Moreover, for the most part, CQs concentrated 
modestly on simple problems of adaptation to technical and operational 
changes already decided elsewhere by work study engineers in the “bu- 
reaux des etudes.” The power of the latter over the division of labor was 
thus undiminished. Chanaron was thus convinced that the CQ did not 
form part of a social “movement” that could in some way challenge Tsylor- 
ist work organization in France — ^rather they tackled some of the key 
deficiencies of the latter for managements in regard to quality levels and 
process improvements by methodically and regularly tapping the accu- 
mulated and emergent savoir-faire of collectivities of workers on specific 
problems. Thus, they could not be considered “democratic” workgroups; 
their constitution, functioning, and tasks were all set by managements 
within an organizational framework that remained relatively traditional. 
This was a view shared by other commentators, although by no means 
uncontested (Martin, 1989). 

Chevalier’s (1987,1991) work for its part has raised many important 
questions about both the diffusion and impact of the CQ in France. She 
also highlighted the issue of the tension between the functional manage- 
ment hierarchy and the personnel who ran the CQs. By following groups 
in 15 firms over a relatively long period (five years), she succeeded in ana- 
lyzing how their operation depended on, and sometimes modified, formal 
and informal power relationships and also concepts of participation 
within the firm. Although she emphasized the continuing success of many 
CQs, Chevalier also pointed out a potentially destructive development — 
in many French firms, the groups came to operate as distinct “organisa- 
tions within an organisation” bereft of crucial supporting links with the 
orthodox running of different sectors of the firm. An active and ongoing 
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commitment to the groups from middle managers (cadres intermediares) 
was usually lacking. Often the circle leaders, who were usually foremen or 
supervisors and were required to play a fundamental role in the training, 
informing, and continued support of CQs, and thus to carry a heavy work 
load, complained bitterly about the seeming indifference of their middle 
managers to the circles. This could be manifest even when the top of the 
management hierarchy was totally committed to the support and success 
of the CQ program in the firm. Chevalier interpreted such managerial 
attitudes as based on a perception of CQs as a threat to their status and 
prerogative. In their demands for information, their scrutiny of middle 
management, and in their privileged and unorthodox relationship with 
upper management, the groups could be seen as usurping and challenging 
hitherto “safe” managerial skills and competencies. Chevalier’s conclu- 
sion was that until this anxiety and indifference were overcome — among 
other difficulties — CQs would fail to be fully integrated into organiza- 
tional structures and cultures and thus would fail to be as effective as they 
might. They would remain “au stade de la greffe” — with the status of 
transplants, organs experimentally “grafted onto” the established body of 
an organization but lacking full integration. We return to this issue in 
Chapter 3 when we look at the evolution of the “total quality manage- 
ment” movement in France. 

What of the workplace groups directly stimulated and initiated by the 
negotiations subsequent to the Auroux laws, the “Groupes d ’expuession des 
salaries ” (GES)? Here, the third study is particularly interesting, not least 
because it entailed an examination of varied coexisting forms cf participa- 
tion in 14 different branches of the same electronics company — GES, CQs 
and “groupes de progres” (Martin, 1986,1989).However the main focus 
of the studies was the experience of the GES specifically — the manner of 
their constitution, emergent patterns of behavior, difficulties of leadership 
and communication, the benefits perceived by workers of different grades 
and status etc. — ^but much was also said about the difficult problem of 
producing “successful” participative procedures in varying organiza- 
tional cultures (recognizingthat “success” means different things to differ- 
ent groups) and structures of authority. 

Martin found it far from uncommon that recommendations emerging 
from the GES would be treated with some condescension (e.g.,by engi- 
neers in the plant) or actually ignored, to the surprise of participants. This 
recalls the apprehension by managers about groups of workers “trespass- 
ing” on their domain noted by Chevalier. Y et at the same time, Martin seems 
to avoid the pessimism of Chanaron about the promise of management- 
guided participation. He regarded the latter as important in giving the 
workplace culture an embryonic “demarche participative,” in preparing 
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the ground for further experimentation with EL In stressing that participa- 
tory groups of different type and origin (CQ, GES, ERACT, etc.) can be 
mutually reinforcing in an organization, Martin resists the conclusion that 
those which emanated from managements’ El or quality policies would 
inevitably subvert the more broadly constituted groups that were set up to 
conform to the Auroux legislation (the GES). Fear of such subversion was 
certainly expressed by the unions that could clearly see how well mar- 
keted, organized, and popular CQs could be with participants. There is 
accumulated evidence to show that where levels of support, investment, 
and commitment to the GES from all levels of the workplace hierarchy 
dropped below a certain level, the groups fell into disuse or simply became 
“talking shops” (Chevalier, 1991; Polo, 1987). 

For his part, Martin emphasized the concrete conditions for this sup- 
port; these anticipated McCaffrey et al.’s points on the U.S. experience 
mentioned in the chapter Introduction — a history of sustained manage- 
ment use of participatory groups, a serious workplace policy of develop- 
ment and training fully supported by top management, a mechanism of 
coordination and steerage of groups fully visible to them and capable of 
achieving continuity of expression despite variable working hours, and 
importantly, a feedback mechanism evaluating the problems and pros- 
pects of different groups and initiating exchanges of information between 
them that are made visible to all working in the enterprise. 



CONCLUSION 

Only a cautious conclusion to this review of the emergence and evolu- 
tion of participative practices in French firms is possible. Clearly, we can- 
not accept the accuracy of the mid-1980s claims of the proponents and 
marketers of quality circles such as the AFCERQ or that the Auroux laws 
presaged the unfolding of “industrial democracy” in the French work- 
place! What can be stated is that, overall, forms of participation in work 
and management developed during this period in France were not just a 
“passing fashion” and that their diversity would render many organiza- 
tions more open to further experimentation with forms of employee in- 
volvement. How many, and in which sectors? This is almost impossible to 
assess precisely — ^more evidence and analysis are still needed at both 
enterprise and sector level on the forms of persistence and the effects of 
worker participation. Data about the long-term effects of experimentation 
in specific companies does exist but about far too few firms — at least for 
the period with which we have been dealing — to be representative. Very 
often, the same innovators recur in French discussions — the car giants. 
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their suppliers, consumer electronics firms, and others like BSN (now 
Danone) famous for substantial investments in workplace innovation. 
Experimentation in these sectors began earlier than in others, and many of 
the firms continued to invest in policies that seemed a logical development 
cf the results obtained — the use of “total quality management” in industry 
(examined in Chapter 3) is a clear example. 

Overall, the French workplace reforms described in the previous sec- 
tions formed part of a relatively new mode of labor use and cf employee 
communication that gradually began to take shape in companies, for 
better and for worse. Central to it was the managerial perception of the 
individual employee as a knowledge resource, a source of improvement 
and innovation in the workplace. Use of that resource and that intelligence 
along lines that broke with existing constraints on the movement and use 
of labor became vital to managers; “mobilization” and “flexibility” be- 
came the themes that would dominate employment relations. Experimen- 
tation with mechanisms of motivation, both long-term and transient, was 
the hallmark of the epoch. As we will see in the next chapter, the momen- 
tum of technological investment in the 1980s would add further to this 
dynamic of organizational innovation. 

In putting the emphasis very firmly on the content and development 
cf the work innovations themselves — workplace groups, team work, etc., 
I have tried to provide a picture different from previous historical accounts 
that have neglected them while focusing essentially on the evolution of 
societywide industrial relations or on government action during the pe- 
riod. Howell’s (1994) important book comes to mind in this respect. How- 
ever, it could be argued that I have gone too far in the opposite direction 
and thus given the impression that workplace reform was somehow dis- 
connected from the broader mutations of industrial relations. 

This impression must be corrected. For example, I can agree with 
Howell when he argues that the work reform initiatives cf the 1970s and 
the Socialist reforms of the Auroux period had the combined (and in the 
case cf the latter, partially unintended) effect of stimulating a “micro- 
corporatism” in labor relations, and a model of negotiation in the firm was 
at its center. Clearly, the forms of employee participation that emerged 
during the period tended to have this effect, and the Auroux laws gave 
them a boost, particularly in strengthening works councils and in propos- 
ing expression groups, as we have seen. 

Furthermore, it has to be accepted that this boost was prejudicial to 
some aspects of traditional French collective bargaining — in particular to 
“branche” level collective agreements that have been in constant decline 
since that period, relative to firm-level agreements. The latter undoubtedly 
constituted a blow to traditional trade unionism in the country. Its effects? 
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Howell puts forward a strong case for the view that French employers 
were subsequently able to introduce more and more labor “flexibility” in 
the workplace with little fear of concerted collective opposition from the 
unions and with little concern for branche level negotiations. Along with a 
willingness of successive governments of both left and right to slacken 
certain legislative controls in areas like working time and work contracts, 
the central preconditions for the spread of flexibility in the specific circum- 
sfances presenf in France were obfained: 

... the capacity to derogate legislation and the obligation to bargain at the 
firm level allowed employers to impose flexibility (regardless of the atti- 
tudes of unions in branch neg otiations, and even of the g ovemment) ... 

Thus flexibility in France was the product of a partial deregulation on the 
part of the state and a simultaneous decentralization of labor regulation to 
the firm. (Flowell, 1992, p. 205, my emphasis) 

This quotation raises an interesting question, to which Howell as- 
sumes an affirmative answer: given the weakness of the unions, did 
microcorporatism/participative management in France always entail the 
unilateral imposition of changes to work by employers? My view would 
be more nuanced than that of Howell, who sees that all employers share 
the same management philosophy and mode of decision-making (directive 
and authoritarian), and sees the workplace innovations of the period — 
insofar as he discusses their real content — as disguised exploitation. Al- 
though the evidence certainly suggests that managements were usually at 
the helm of the group initiatives considered before (CQs, expression 
groups, work redesign, etc.), the role of employees in using and evolving 
them should not be underestimated. Organized labor was broadly dis- 
placed in favor of direct communication with workers in offices and 
workshops, but it is really arbitrary to suggest that employees were always 
entirely powerless over events. In discussing participatory mechanisms, 
I have argued otherwise, suggesting that empirical work reveals that they 
also evolved as a result of worker-supervisor interaction and negotiation 
and as a result of shifts in the perception and attribution of responsibilities. 
Such interaction and negotiation is in fact inevitable when an innovation 
in workrequires that managers give up some power so that more responsibil- 
ity can be placed at the lower levels of the hierarchy. In the process of inter- 
action, new group perceptions of both “control” and “responsibility” are 
forged as a consequence. 

Of course, it is true that in many circumstances employees can be 
“more or less obliged” to shoulder responsibilities, but organizational 
sociology shows that force is insufficient to generate durable legitimacy for 
change and innovation — management must win the battle over minds by 
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using influence and incentive if changes are to work. This use of influence 
(and resistance to it), so important in the French introduction of “flexi- 
bility,” is hardly to be seen in Howell’s (1994) analysis. I will make up for 
this gap in existing work in later chapters. More immediately, however, I 
want to come back to the issue of the paradoxes of El evoked in the Intro- 
duction to this chapter. 

Drawing on the mainly American academic literature on cooperation 
and on collaboration, McCaffrey, Faerman, and Hart (1995) argued thatthe 
use of El involves both management and labor in two processes that “pull” 
in directions that are in tension with each other — in the direction of 
gaining the advantages of participation (knowledge sharing and collective 
commitment to decisions), on one hand, and in the contrasting direction of 
gaining the advantages of centralized control (predictability, order and ac- 
countability), on the other. The first process, involved in a move away from 
hierarchical control toward participation, follows employee rejection of 
restrictions on information sharing and their resentment of, and resistance 
to, management controls. The second process moves in the opposite direc- 
tion, away from participation and toward directive control and follows 
strong manager reaction to the ambiguity of authority relationships and to 
workplace instabilities that participation encourages — ^principally in- 
creased uncertainty and risk. Talking of the contemporary United States, 
McCaffrey et al. argue that despite the attractiveness of the advantages of 
participation and their considerable vaunting in management discourse, 
the second process consistently dominates organizations, namely, the re- 
tention of centralized control in the hands of managers. Moreover, it is the 
iloood|ualities of organizational systems, at least in the US, which make 
participative systems simultaneously appealing and exceptionally diffi- 
cult to develop” (ibid, p. 605). What then are these qualities and what are 
the other factors that have made the diffusion of El mechanisms in the US 
so slow despite “the strong arguments for them and their intuitive ap- 
peal”? Do they also account for the experience with El in France? 

Four conditions are identified by the authors as contributing to the 
chances that El systems start and survive: First, the prior dispositions of 
actors toward collaborationbased on “history, beliefs and other residues cf 
earlier actions” — ^the degree of trust in labor-managementrelations and 
conflict levels in industrial relations, for example. Second, “how the social 
and political system is organized”; an equilibrium in the balance ofpower 
between parties involved, a number of coherent actors sufficiently small 
so as to minimize the costs of getting and maintaining agreements and to 
favor the kinds of close social relationships necessary for collaboration. 
Third, incentives to cooperate that fit with the interests and values of the 
major parties; incentives may entail, for example the commonly perceived 
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need to resolve a crisis. Forms of resolution should not fundamentally 
contradict the core values that underlie the principles of the actors in- 
volved in the process. Fourth and finally, “leadership capacity and style” — 
the presence and effective action of “champions ” or “advocates” who can 
tip the balance in favor of an innovation in spite of the unfavorable 
conditions in a given organizational situation. 

McCaffrey et al. argue that El has been constantly undermined on all 
of these four levels in the United States: 

1. American organizations have consistently rejected available “ra- 
tional” El techniques because they conflict with “deeper incen- 
tives and behavior patterns.” 

2. Principles undermining El are deeply embedded in U.S. society 
and culture and are valued more highly than the benefits of the 
former — iparticular the principles of the “sanctity” of manage- 
rial authority and of the necessity of legal resolution of workplace 
disputes. 

3. The conditions in US. society that could make for a “virtuous 
cicle” by both reinforcing and feeding on El are absent. 

Now, whatever one might say about this judgment of U.S. experi- 
ence, this view of certain obstacles to El has some force. However, the 
arguments on El diffusion and on the organizational equilibria between 
“participation” and “control” are flawed because of their level of gener- 
ality, and this has implications for the way we interpret historical fact. 
There are two main problems. To begin with Eltakes many different forms, 
is embedded in different types of mechanisms and techniques from the 
quality circle to the team, and although McCaffrey et al. accept this, they 
argue as though all diffused in the same manner, by the same processes, 
had the same “business rationality,” and faced the same obstacles. How- 
ever, we know now that this is not the case, thanks to studies of the actual 
use of different mechanisms; the “success” of the quality circle in France, 
for example, owed much to its “sales potential” in that it could be pre- 
sented to companies as a neat package of easily mastered techniques with 
a highly probable business payoff. This was not the case for autonomous 
work teams (particularly during the 1970s, as we saw) whose “selling” by 
consultancieswas more difficult and whose implementation entailed sub- 
stantial investments of time in work redesign processes of some complex- 
ity. Their initial attractiveness to many managers was lower and thus their 
creation and adoption more problematic. It is important to accept the fact 
that for each separate type of practice of El, both the conditions of its 
adoption/creation in an organization and the conditions of spreading it — 
in and across units and firms — ^will be distinct. 
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A second point is also important here, this time concerning the “em- 
bedding’ ’ of El techniques and practices into an existing organizational 
balance between “control” and “participation.” We need to acknowledge 
that when this takes place, the relationship between participation and 
control is not just modified quantitatively (either more of one or of the 
other is produced), as McCaffrey et al. imply, but also qualitatively in the 
sense that the nature of control itself can be changed: 

• New perceptions of control issues by managers and employees 
are created; and 

• New mechanisms of control (ideological, technological, perfor- 
mance) emerge. 

Indeed, in many cases of the embedding of El practices, it is in fact the 
meaning of control for both management and labor that changes; the hier- 
archical control of commands and rules loses ground to both “ideological” 
control — for example, as in the attempt to create “a culture of common 
fate” shared by all in the firm (Mintzberg, 1983; Besser, 1995) — and an 
increase in employee self-discipline or peer control. The latter is very often 
the complement cf an acceptance of increased work responsibilities; in 
El, an increase of employee autonomy and increased responsibility tend, 
empirically, to go hand in hand. 

The implications of these arguments for the interpretation of the 
“fate” of El in France are clear. French difficulties with El need, first of all, 
to be seen as difficulties with specific pracf ices; for different El techniques, 
there were different types of diffusion processes and subsequent “embed- 
ding’ ’ problems experienced by firms. Secondly, it is too simplistic, his- 
torically, to see the impacts of types of El just in terms of “a shift in 
equilibrium between participation and control”; company experimenta- 
tion, union strategies and legal changes in France all together contributed 
to a change in mentalities and thus the very manner in which “participa- 
tion” and “control” were understood by the main actors involved. 

In the next chapter, we turn to another dimension of organizational 
change in France, the technological changes associated with advanced 
computerization and automation. The issue of employee influence over 
management returns but this time in the context cf involvement in nego- 
tiating processes related to union and works council activities. 




2 

A Decade of Technological 
Modernization: Negotiation 
and Organizational Change 
During the 1980s 



INTRODUCTION 

As experimentation with employee involvement spread in France, other 
radical changes in technological hardware and software were also diffus- 
ing. Computerization in production and services was, we know now, 
probably the most fundamental strategic and technical issue facing most 
companies throughout the decade of the 1980s — on its success depended 
competitive viability and economic survival. Furthermore, in most sectors 
of the European and U.S. economies, effective implementation and man- 
agement of information technology (IT hereafter) was a vital social and 
human resources problem. New skills and new sensitivities were de- 
manded of both manager and worker just as they were by the processes of 
employee involvement, considered in the previous chapter. 

The existence of tensions and conflicts of interest among different 
stakeholders is important in all forms of substantial organizational change, 
but those associated with technologicalupheaval are particularly complex. 
In part this is due to the nature of technologies themselves as simul- 
taneously human constructs and as extensions of human powers. As has 
been clearly shown by a substantial body of research (Bijker, Hughes, & 
Pinch, 1991;Thomas, 1995),technologies are neither neutral in their designs 
nor in their social effects. They bear the imprint of social relations and 
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interests in their constitutions, structures, and development, and their 
diffusion in both organizations and in the wider surrounding society very 
often involves unforeseen and unplanned effects (MacKenzie & Wacjman, 
1985; Winner, 1977;Zuboff, 1988). 

The “Information technology (IT) revolution” ofthe 1980s generated a 
considerable international effort by researchers to analyze these issues. In 
regard to the impact of IT on work and organizations, six types of ques- 
tions were dominant in this work that remain important today: 

1. Could information technologies be designed effectively with end- 
users’ interests fully taken into account, that is to say in a “human- 
centered” manner? How and with which methodologies? 

2. Did such technologies contain within them a powerful determin- 
ism or was it the manner of their social use that counted in 
producing social effects? 

3. How did these technological and social determinisms operate, 
and how could they be anticipated? 

4. What primary and what secondary effects would different forms 
of TT produce once embedded in social systems? How could they 
best be managed within organizations — ^by traditional top-down 
managerial methods or by using employee involvement tech- 
niques? 

5. How do we determine the balance of economic and social costs/ 
benefits for technological investments? 

6. What role should government and law play in guiding techno- 
logical development and in evaluating technological impacts? 

Specific concern with the economic and organizational impacts natu- 
rally led to a deepening of the debate — already well established by the 
changes caused by participative management and employee involvement, 
as we saw in the previous chapter — over the evolution and future of 
Taylorism. Much attention focused on “advanced manufacturing technol- 
ogies” (AMT) such as robotics, computer numerically controlled machine 
tools (CNC), computer-aided design (CAD), and production planning 
tools such as materials resource planning (MRP). Their integration in cell 
form (flexible manufacturing systems, FMS) or in a total system (computer- 
integrated manufacture, CIM) was anticipated, and much ink was spilled 
over the idea of the workerless factory (sobrilliantly satirized by novelist 
Kurt Vonnegut in his dystopia Player Piano). 

Social researchers across Europe devoted considerable energy to the 
impact of AMT on populations of workers and on “labor processes,” 
stimulated by the provocative and brilliant work of Braverman (1974) on 
a “dynamic of deskilling” that he discerned in the distinctively advanced 
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capitalist use of automation (Knights & Wilmott, 1986, 1988; Knights, 
Wilmott, & Collinson, 1985; Wood, 1982,1989). In this work, a concern to 
analyze different forms of the redistribution of skills was mixed with strong 
interest in the way “frontiers cf control” in the firm were simultaneously 
being modified by the new job designs developed in using information 
technologies. 

Academics and institutional actors in France threw themselves into 
such debates on the guidance and impacts of AMT. As in the United States 
and Britain, it was widely felt that such technologies would force a choice 
over which “industrial model” should be adopted to accompany the 
spread of IT (it was rarely doubted that this spread was inevitable), but in 
France, the state naturally sought to play a very active role in influencing 
this process. The choices available were soon seen predominantly in terms 
of two “paradigms”; one corresponded to a kind of advanced “neo- 
Taylorism” with standardized and deskilledjobs, and the other [similarto 
the “flexible specialization” described by Sabel and Piore (1984)1 devel- 
oped employee skills and enriched work. Only the latter was viewed by 
French state officials and advisers — for example, those associated with 
industrial planning — as really coherent with the “logic” of participative 
management, employee involvement, and consensus-based negotiated 
change that were considered essential to French “modernization.” A sim- 
plified picture of the main elements of the two is given in Table 2.1. 

In the first scenario of “integrated automation,” strong management 
control over workers — by rules and hierarchical command — is the essen- 
tial feature, as is also skill fragmentation and a relatively rigid separation 
between unskilled workers (many of whose jobs disappear), skilled 
workers, technicians (such as programmers), engineers, and managers. 
Organizations here remain relatively “mechanistic” and bureaucratic. In 
the second, there is a reduction in hierarchical controls and a wider distri- 
bution of technical skills across a smaller number of broadly defined jobs. 



Table 2.1. 

Two Scenarios for Using Advanced Manufacturing Technologies 


Integrated automation 


Flexible automation 


Neo-Taylorist 

Knowledge centralization 

Skill differentiation, low functional flexibility 

Low-trust industrial relations 

Personnel administration 

Dependence on technical system integration 


Participative 
Knowledge sharing 
Multiskilling, high flexibility 
High-trust industrial relations 
Human resources strategy 
Dependence on group learning and high 
worker responsibility 
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Traditionaljob distinctions are blurred, and teamwork and high employee 
responsibility are important. This entails a flatter, more “organic” or “ad- 
hocratic” structure (Jaikumar, 1986; Nemetz & Fry, 1988; Badham, 1991). 
Thus overall, jobs, skills, authority relations, and management roles and 
responsibilities are different in these two specific “work systems” (Beer, 
Spector, Lawrence, Quinn-Mills, & Walton, 1985). Note that there are very 
real dangers of reductionism in this sketch — ireality, hybrid forms of the 
two always occur, attesting to the many possible combinations of produc- 
tion organization, technologies, and human resources practices that can 
coexist. Furthermore, nothing in the two forms refers to the crucial element 
of what would be called in the later part of the decade “lean production,” 
just-in-time componentandproductflowmanagement (Womack, Jones, & 
Roos, 1991). (This will be discussed in the next chapter.) Nonetheless, 
placing the two “models” side by side in this manner for the moment has 
the advantage of starkly highlighting the organizational and employment 
issues raised by introducing AMT into firms In the early 1980s. Further- 
more, In their reviews of empirical work on AMT diffusion, Jones and 
others show that sharp contrasts in technology use along these lines do 
indeed exist in different national contexts; Japanese and German firms 
use “flexible automation” more intensively than producers of similar 
products in other countries (Jones, 1988; Bessant & Haywood, 1988; Jai- 
kumar, 1986; Tidd, 1991). 

In what follows, I propose to use these two models as a way of tack- 
ling the French approach to technological change in that decade. I will try 
to give a realistic assessment of the outcome of French attempts to propa- 
gate widespread employer-employee negoft'aft'on of the introduction of 
computerization in the firm, the process called in France “la modernisation 
nkgociee” — hownew roles for institutional actors were created and new 
types of negotiation and conflict mediation and innovation guidance were 
initiated. 

Four main questions are addressed: 

1 . How did the viewpoints of the main institutional actors in France 
on such choices and on the implementation of change evolve 
during the decade? What were their technology and change man- 
agement “strategies”? 

2. How, in the workplace and in different sectors, did the actual 
negotiation of such choices develop? 

3. What is the concrete evidence for movement toward one or other 
of the organizational models in France? 

4. What can be learned from French attempts to guide workplace 
technological change? 
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1. THE STRATEGIES OF INSTITUTIONAL ACTORS IN FRANCE 

In regard to the patronat, the employers, to begin with, it is difficult to 
say that a coherent “technology strategy” for TT existed throughout our 
period, and this is not surprising given the varied ways in which comput- 
erization presented itself to the managements of firms in different lines of 
business and the speed of FT change itself. Naturally, banks and insurance 
firms were little preoccupied by robotics in their internal operations (un- 
less as backers oftechnicalinvestment), and small clothingproducers were 
little preoccupied by the potential of TT networking (at least in the early 
part of the decade). Many individual companies developed their own TT 
policies on the managerial assumption that most choices in the domain — 
from investment to implementation — were nonnegotiable and the sole 
prerogative of management. 

Only when the scale of changes caused by TT and the potential for 
expensive system error and failure started to be fully appreciated was 
this assumption called into question. The earlier impact of participative 
management in generating a newer view of the considerable value of 
employee input into management and organization would then play an 
important role; negotiated implementation of technologies would seem 
more “natural.” Innovators in the domain of “la modernisation negociee” 
would emerge and they would be, by and large, large firms whose techni- 
cal investments were substantial and demanded qualitative changes in 
working practices. 

For these reasons, the organism representing the patronat, the CNPF 
(“Conseil national du patronat fran^ais”), could not give voice to a “pol- 
icy” on technological change as such. Analysis of CNPF discourse during 
the eighties in fact reveals a rather simple invocation of the overwhelm- 
ingly positive consequences of investment in computerization: more flexi- 
bility and variety in production, higher productivity levels, and thus eco- 
nomic expansion with employment creation as the eventual wider societal 
outcome. Improvements in working conditions are also cited as a probable 
result, but precise analysis of different types of “fates” of technologies, as 
they are embedded in organizations, is lacking. Generally, doubt about a 
whole series of causal links plays little part in their optimistic portrayal of 
the economic and organizational benefits of computerization. 

Now, although it is difficult to ascertain how widespread such a view 
was, it is important to stress the emergence of a far more complex and 
ideologically different position associated with centrist and left-of-center 
’’patrons” already weaned on “participation” and associated with other 
management organisms such as “Entreprise et progres” and “I’Institut de 
I’entreprise” (IDEP). This view is usually associated with Antoine Ri- 
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bound, the CEO of BSN, the foods giant (now called Danone), who was 
recruited by Prime Minister Jacques Chirac in April 1987 to analyze the 
social dimensions of implementing new technologies. The resulting report 
was both controversial and influential (Riboud, 1987). It can be regarded 
as a landmark in French managerial thinking on IT negotiation. Its ideas 
constantly reappear in the statements and declarations of Ministers and 
in the work of the “Commissariat du plan” later on (Aubry, 1992; Aubry & 
Remy, 1992; Irion, 1990; Taddei & Coriat, 1993). 

The text has seven central and general ideas at its core. First, that 
contemporary economic conditions more and more demand “I’innovation 
permanente” — constant innovation — of firms and this on a human re- 
sources and organizational level, just as much as on a technological and 
product level. Second, the thesis that the “human price” of permanent 
innovation in companies — constant adaptation often leads to much stress 
and insecurity — can be acceptable only if the firm seeks new ways to 
improve the quality of working life and above all, new forms of remunera- 
tion and reward (alongthe lines of profit and gain sharing for example)to 
distribute the gains achieved more equitably. 

Next, the proposition that there must be an effort of human resources 
planning, “une gestion previsionnelle de I’emploi” at the center of busi- 
ness policy, strategic planning, and the analysis of the strengths and weak- 
nesses of a company to anticipate in short, medium and long term the 
changes necessary on the level of jobs, skills, work organization, training, 
etc. and to develop a coherent mix of policies in those areas. 

Fourth, that detailed “sociotechnical” analysis cf technical invest- 
ments can become a reality if existing lessons and experiences are built 
upon. Here, Riboud refers to the experiments in the participative manage- 
ment of innovation at Peugeot, Rhone-Poulenc, and BSN and to the ap- 
proaches propounded by the state-funded agency ANACT (which we 
shall come to later). If such analysis precedes costly investments in new 
systems and involves all levels of the hierarchy in discussion and negotia- 
tion, it can forestall costly social obstacles to change. Fifth, the view that 
the proper use of training in the firm — th6‘development of its human 
capital” — can link increases of motivation with greater reliance on the 
initiatives, skills, and responsibilities of workers. Rejecting technological 
determinism, firms need to consider a wide range of organizational and 
employment scenarios compatible with new hardware and software. 
Training, further, should be designed to fit existing on-the-job conditions 
and should be linked to clear career trajectories that are carefully thought 
through in relation to those scenarios. Career progression^br all within 
the firm should be a central objective wherever possible so that “re- 
skilling” has a clear meaning to workers. Training thus can move from 




A Decade of Technological Modernization 



49 



being a cost to being a crucial economic and social investment in skills and 
intelligence for the future. 

Sixth, give priority to constant negotiation and communication with 
the workforce and unions over the purposes of organizational change to 
“de-dramatize” its effects and then to build clear participative mecha- 
nisms that themselves can be vehicles of two-way information flow. 
Finally — and this is, in a sense, typically French as we have seen — with the 
help of the state, build networks of information and communication about 
social and technical innovation so that (and in spite of normal competition) 
small enterprises are not excluded from contact with experiments and 
advances in social and human resources strategy. 

We will see later how far such ambitious generalities became trans- 
lated into concrete programs and practices as changes unfolded through- 
out the 1980s, but having just mentioned the role Riboud attributed to the 
state in innovation, we need now to consider the three roles of “exhorta- 
tion, legislation, and aid” that the state assumed during the period. 

First, in regard to legislation, we can recall the intent of the Auroux 
legislation of 1982 described in Chapter 1 (L 432-2 and L 434-6 of the “Code 
de travail”) concerning sharing information in the firm and negotiating 
technical change. This was to strengthen the position of the “Comite 
d’entreprise” (CE) by making it obligatory that management provide 
information concerning “major” projects (the French word used is “impor- 
tant”) that implement new technologies when these have an impact on 
jobs, skills, pay, or working conditions. The members of the CE were to 
receive information and data on the project and its impact one month 
before the first consultative meeting. In 1986 (law 86-1320 of December 30, 
1 986),the following qualificationwas added: that in the case of substantial 
and rapid projects of change, employers formulate a “plan d’ adaptation” 
(tobe communicated to the CE with the other documents) and consult the 
CE regularly on its implementation. 

The law had a second element of some importance. This was the 
specification that, in companies that had more than 3 00 employees, the CE 
as a “legal personality” had the right to appeal to an external “expert” or 
consultant to obtain an independent and “objective” view of the technol- 
ogy project. This individual or individuals would have “free access” to the 
firm and the same documentation as the CE and would be, in principle, 
paid by the CE. It was expected that the top managers and the majority 
on the CE of the firm would reach a negotiated agreement on nominating 
this person or agency and the nature and extent of their work, but in the 
case of failure, the statute considered that a decision should be taken by a 
judge of the court called the “Tribunal de grande instance” and that all 
parties would be held to this. 
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In addition to this “obligation to negotiate” and this renewed em- 
powering of the works council — whose actual effects on behavior we shall 
come to shortly — during the 1980s, the state also worked hard at exhorta- 
tion in trying to diffuse what it saw as “best practice” in the domain by 
building the kinds of networks Riboud referred to in his report and by 
using a variety of other media, some old (such as the ANACT, the “Agence 
nationale pour 1’ amelioration des conditions de travail”) and some more 
recent (Bommel, 1990, 1992; Jay, 1992). 

Two “Ministres de travail” (Ministers of Labor) — Jean-Pierre Soisson 
and Martine Aubry — who followed Jean Auroux played particularly ac- 
tive roles in the diverse projects of exhortation and persuasion directed at 
the hesitant and conservative elements of both the patronat and the 
unions. The networking of both state and corporate elites is something 
facilitated in France to a large extent by the nature of the educational 
system, as stressed earlier. In the period under study, the central recruiting 
role of the “Ecole nationale d’ administration” (ENA) and the accepted 
frequent to and fro of individuals between state and private sector upper 
management together generated a loose alliance between government 
ministries and “left-of-center” employers. Thiswasvery effectively devel- 
oped by both Soisson and Aubry (Jay, 1992). A “shop window” of best 
practices and “star” innovator companies was g radually constituted — 
BSN, Renault, Pechiney, Darty, Fleury-Michon, Usinor-Sacilor, Axa, Eafarge- 
Coppee, BNP, EDF-GDF, etc., and their experiences were publicized in 
colloquia, round tables, government reports, and so on (Aubry, 1991). 
Indeed, during the reign of Martine Aubry at the “Ministere du travail” 
such firms were called “les entreprises amies,” “our company friends” 
(Bommel, 1992). 

Other more concrete forms of encouragement to negotiate change 
were also developed during the 1980s in the form of statefmancial aid to 
projects that deal with issues connected to anticipating, planning, and 
easing the implementation cf technical change: the “Developpement de la 
formation professionnelle” (DFP) aid granted after the conclusion of an 
agreement between the state and an industrial sector or a group of com- 
panies on programs of training development; the “Fondspour I’ameliora- 
tion des conditions de travail” (FACT) aid for innovative projects improv- 
ing the quality of working life; “Fond national de I’emploi” (FNE) aid 
granted to companies to help them develop training and manpower plans 
to tackle restructuring (these funds were to play a significant role in French 
downsizing, as we shall see in a later chapter); “Eigne d’ innovation pour la 
gestion de I’emploi” (EIGE) aid given to finance the use of an external 
consultant to help with human resources planning; and the “Diagnostic 
court” (DC) free provision by the ANACT of sociotechnical consultancy 
and analysis. 
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However, this proliferation in the number of schemes available prob- 
ably did not present a very coherent picture to the manager looking for 
guidance and assistance. Bommel (1990) cites an interesting and revealing 
study of company directors commissioned by the Ministere du travail that 
showed that only one in three were aware of the range of aid available and 
that, among them, over one-half regretted the time and bureaucracy in- 
volved in obtaining such help! [In 1991, the state was to simplify access 
(Aubry, 1991)]. Despite this, the different measures did achieve some 
success — in 1989-1990,900 firms benefitted from the DC and 500 from the 
LIGE. Two hundred thirty small firms obtained aid from the FNE and 
FACT schemes (Bommel, 1990). 

Overall, we can say that throughout the 1980sthe French state gradu- 
ally elaborated a policy of stimulating and pushing companies in the 
direction of negotiated and participative ways of introducing computer- 
ization. Legislation, aid, and exhortation were the three main tactics. With 
time, the importance of “flexible automation” as a model for the French 
use of AMT became clearer and in this the German and the Japanese uses 
of IT — ^particularly the former, given the important role of management- 
union negotiations of change in that country — were extremely influential. 
This is very apparent in the Irion and Taddei-Coriat reports for the gov- 
ernment (the “Commissariat du plan”) in the early 1990s; in each it is 
clearly considered urgent that both the early advice on negotiated tech- 
nological change in the Riboud report be spread and followed up and that 
French companies quickly catchup with Germany and Japan in finding an 
appropriately rapid route to flexible automation by building on employee 
involvement (Irion, 1990; Taddei & Coriat, 1993). 

In this respect, it is probable that successive French Ministres du 
travail (Soissonand Aubry, in particular) regretted the lower level of socio- 
technical expertise and resources (research experience, investments in 
technology policy, consultancy, etc.) of French unions — as on occasion did 
sections of the employers (as revealed in the survey in L’Expansion in 1991 
(Moattit Bentegeat, 1990). 

In fact, during the 1980s, the unions were somewhat forced, partly by 
government action but above all by the sheer pace of technical changes 
and of El, to move away from their earlier rather overgeneralized and 
highly ideological positions on technology in general, and on IT in par- 
ticular, as Groux has noted in his review of the issue in mid-decade (Groux, 
1984).Tactics had to be found that suited specific change processes taking 
place within companies and this demanded that the unions develop quite 
new modes of analysis and action. The urgency of this was undoubtedly 
reinforced by the uncomfortable reality of union membership decline in 
France throughout the period (Rosanvallon, 1988; Noblecourt, 1990), to 
which we will return later. 
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But as Groux (1984) notes, the way this rethinking was done by the 
twomajorunions (CFDT andCGT)wasdifferent,partlybecauseof “objec- 
tive” or structural factors and partly because of ideological factors. The 
former concerned the bases of union strength; traditionally the CGT had 
been powerful in heavy industry and in parts of the public sector, whereas 
the CFDT base was strongest in services. The differing issues and impacts 
posed by implementing IT in the two types of sectors explains some 
differences in the two unions’ perspectives — diffusion was rapid, diverse 
and continual in services (likebanking and finance, for example) through- 
out the 1970s and 1980s; this required that the CFDT come to terms early 
with computerization and the choices surrounding it. Ideologically, the 
CGT was long opposed to employee involvement in management deci- 
sions and considered that the “broader political conditions of class strug- 
gle” with employers was far more important. As the 1980s progressed, 
however, the CGT would become far more pragmatic and focus on coun- 
tering three tendencies it saw accompanying computerization in the firm: 
the intensification of work, increased management control and surveil- 
lance, and de-skilling (Guillemot & Le Roux, 1984; Duchesne, 1984). Thus, 
in their policy document on how to “agir sur la maniere de produire,” how 
to influence work design, Guillemof and Le Roux advise union action to 

1 . Preserve traditional employee skills and knowledge and integrate 
them with the new — the former are more and more necessary 
because using IT actually depends upon them. This could be 
helped through the fight for better investments in training and 
knowledge-sharing activities. Better training plans could also 
help develop the skills of all workers in firms, nof jusf fhose of 
management-selecfed elites. 

2 . Obtain institutional rights for workers to modify the organization 
of production in liaison with the other work communities in the 
firm (engineers, middle managers, etc). 

3. Counter the introduction of those technologies that reinforce ex- 
ploitation and eliminate work. 

4. Examine the economic logic of technological changes according to 
criteria of employment and entreprise creation. 

5. Promote fuller access of employees to technical, managerial and 
financial informafion on firm performance, so as fo facilifafe 
greafer leverage on management decisions. 

6. Struggle to democratize the firm by mulfiplying experiments in 
employee expressionbased onthe model of “workshop councils. ’ ’ 
These can help to decentralize the control of information and 
promote greater “transparence.” 
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These pragmatic and concrete ideas — and they cannot necessarily be 
taken as indicative of those of constituent CGT federations, although they 
were clearly endorsed by the General Secretary Alain Obadia (ibid, p. 3- 
5) — converge with many that the CFDT had been expressing since the late 
1970s (CFDT, 1978,1980), albeit in a milder form. The demand for greater 
leverage for employees and their representative bodies (notably the CE) in 
the firm, for example, had been a major influence of the CFDT on the 
Auroux’ laws formulation, as we have seen. Furthermore, as Piotet (1984) 
notes, it was the CFDT that was at the origin of the first negotiated 
agreements on using TT at the level of the sector and the firm. Banking was 
one of the earliest with notable agreements with the “Credit du Nord” 
(October 1982)and with the sector level “Association Frargaise des Banques” 
(1983). 

However, as the 1980s progressed, the CFDT’s analyses became more 
sophisticated in the sense that they were based on a more developed 
understanding of the strategies behind management choices (and how 
they might be influenced and contested) on one hand, and of the different 
levels of impact of computerization, on the other. Formulation of intel- 
ligent and imaginative counterproposals on designing and using FT was 
given high priority. The technician, middle-manager, and engineer mem- 
berships of the union played an important role in this. In 1984 this depth of 
analysis could already be glimpsed in the position of the UCC-CFDT, the 
confederation of those particular groups. Their advisory document (UCC, 
1984) formulates a number of checklists and guides aimed at raising the 
level of union analysis of the sociotechnical issues raised by specific IT’s: 
robolics, CNC’s, lelemalics, office technology, elc. “Human faclors” or 
ergonomics advice and expertise, and training in analyzing company 
documents on investment and information systems plans, are given par- 
ticular importance. 

I^ the end of the 1980s, accumulated lessons had been learned from 
both theory and practice. In the mid to later decade, the CFDT became 
closely associated with the sociotechnical methods of ANACT (Remy, 
1989) and other consultants, and a number of sector federations (FUC- 
CFDT Chemical industry and FGMM-CFDT Engineering, for example) 
developed “action research” on technological change projects being im- 
plemented in the constituent firms of their branches of industry. The con- 
clusions drawn by the CFDT from the analysis cf changes in metalworking/ 
engineering firms are interesting because they reveal a more developed 
awareness of the different levels of complexity involved in negotiating 
technology. 

What this demands, argue Genestet and Potel (1989) — echoing Rey- 
naud ( 1 988) — is anew model ofnegotiation itselfthat modifies the traditional 
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norms and frameworks in French industrial relations; this requires (as Du 
Roy, 1985, has long argued in the French context) a minimum consensus 
between management and unions over the central technical and organiza- 
tional objectives of the investment under consideration. It also requires 
methods of both analysis and communication that respect a new “unit” 
which was absent from traditional bargaining — ^the project, that has a 
precise schedule of technology choice and implementation in time and 
work phases (from system design to “debugging”). These methods them- 
selves have to bring together departments and other actors in companies 
who, traditionally, are unaccustomed to interaction with union delegates 
and are often loath to confront their own technical and economic “ratio- 
nalities” with social priorities. Departmental “ideologies” — in work study 
and in engineering in particular, particularly significant in France, given 
their very high social and organizational status (Crawford, 1996) — forged 
across decades of Taylorism play a powerful role here. Thus, the very 
legitimacy of negotiating in this domain is something that has to be slowly 
constructed, just like the trust upon which the progress of negotiation 
depends (Thomas, 1995). 

At the end of the decade, the CFDT showed itself to be both realistic 
about the prospects and difficulties of “project negotiation” — its depen- 
dence, for example, on organizational power relations — and clear about 
the continuing need to work with outside experts/consultants who could 
provide tools for the phased joint sociotechnical analysis and debate that 
this demanded (Du Roy, 1985, is an excellent example of these). There is 
no doubt, however, that the extent of awareness, expertise, and influence 
of union delegates at the base — on the shop floor — was a continuing worry, 
particularly in view of the overall “crisis in legitimacy” being suffered by 
French unionism at the level of the firm (Rosanvallon, 1988). 

But over and above union strategy formulation at the confederal level 
and over and above the strategies of the institutional actors, how did 
technology negotiation actually unfold in France throughout the 1980s? It 
is to this issue that the next section is addressed. 



2. EMERGENT PATTERNS OE NEGOTIATING TECHNOLOGICAL 
CHANGE 

We must bear in mind that negotiation within the relatively highly 
structured system of industrial relations in France traditionally takes place 
at three levels: 

• At the plant and firm level between management, union dele- 
gates, employee delegates, and the CE (“Comite d’entreprise,” or 
works council) 
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• At “branche” level (not, to be noted, identical with “economic 
sector” in France) between union federations and the respective 
employers’ organizations (such as in Metalworking/Engineering, 
the UIMM) 

• At national “interprofessionnel” level between employer’s bodies 
such as the CNPF and national union confederations. Tripartite 
negotiations including the state also occur, of course. 

Unlike the American and British systems, bargaining at company 
and — in particular — at plant level has traditionally been weak; this re- 
flects union weaknesses. However, its incidence began to increase in the 
1980s, in large part due to the decentralization cf collective bargaining 
encouraged by the 1982 Auroux laws and inherent in many of the initia- 
tives of participative management and El discussed in the previous chap- 
ter. The number of flrm-level management-union agreements or “ac- 
cords” thus rose from barely 1500 in 1981 to 6370 in 1991,(Hoang-Ngoc t 
Lallement, 1994). During the same period, the number cf “branche” level 
agreements remained stable at around 925. In what follows, 1 will consider 
“branche” level negotiations first and then deal with processes at the level 
of the firm and plant. We shall see later that the issue cf articulation among 
these three levels became increasingly important as the decade pro- 
gressed. 

2.1. “Branche” Level Technology Negotiations 

The dominant feature of bargaining at this level during the 1980swas 
undoubtedly the signing of four quite novel agreements that attempted to 
subject the innovation process to some joint regulation. These all came in 
the second part of the decade — in the early 1980s outcomes were restricted 
to one general set of advisory guidelines on using desktop computers 
negotiated in the banking sector (with the Association Frangaise Des 
Banques, AFB, May 1983). The latter invoked norms on working time in 
front of the screen, but few solid rights and obligations were formulated, 
nor were detailed human factors/ergonomic studies referred to. The 
agreements in the second part cf the decade were far more detailed and 
precise on a number of issues. Four were important landmarks: in bank- 
ing, engineering/metals, the chemical industry, and also an “accord inter- 
professionnel” bringing together all sides of industry. 

The banking agreement was signed by the AFB and the unions CFDT, 
CFTC, CGC and FO on May 16, 1986 in a context of restructuring and 
heavy technical investment in FT. A report to the Ministere de I’industrie in 
January cf that year had raised hackles by considering that the “branche” 
had a personnel surplus of 100,000 employees. Both the impact and imple- 
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mentation cf projects of technical change were considered and recommen- 
dations were made in five articles. With regard to impacts, the dominant 
concerns were physical and ergonomic changes in jobs, work redesign, job 
classifications, and job loss, and a very strong emphasis was placed on the 
necessity of anticipating changes in these areas, and on adapting them by 
investments in training. 

Who was to anticipate and plan? This was left to individual com- 
panies (and their Human Resources departments) to sort out, but the 
agreement insisted on the advisory roles of traditional institutions, the 
subcommittee cf the CE dealing with health, safety, and working condi- 
tions (CHSCT) to “exprimer un avis sur Torganisation materielle du tra- 
vail” (give an opinion on likely conditions cf work. Article 1) and the CE 
itself and representative unions to make known their views on foreseeable 
changes in jobs and working conditions. It is notable that the agreement 
quickly reinforces the point that this is consultation and not project co- 
management; the obligation to consult iobbldoes not call into question the 
prerogative of the CEO to decide on the introduction and the timing of the 
implementation cf IT., o the consultation should come after the initial 
project design has been fixed but before implementation has begun” (Arti- 
cle 4). The consultation must occur when the project is, as the text says, 
“important” (substantial in scope and impact), and appropriate informa- 
tion must be transmitted to the CE and unions on hard/software, organi- 
zational impacts, training needs, and the project timetable. Unfortunately, 
not only was the term “important” not defined, but the meaning of “ap- 
propriate information” was also left entirely open to management inter- 
pretation, making it probable that consultation on many projects would 
not occur at all and that much consultation would be perfunctory. 

The concerns of the later agreement in Engineering/Metals of January 
21,1987 were similar in many respects, but it was more precise in a number 
cf domains. The consultation procedure is clearer — it must take place with 
the CE and unions, “le plus tot possible,” as early as possible, before any 
“irreversible decision” on the project is made. A month before the first 
debates in the CE, its members must receive a written document on the 
technical and organizational dimensions of the project. A majority of the 
CE can also call a preliminary meeting within that month to better pre- 
pare the first negotiations. Interestingly also, explicit reference is made to 
the possibility that the CE will use its legal right (granted by the Auroux 
laws to firms that have more than 300 employees, and to whose assess- 
ment we shall come soon) to obtain outside independent expertise on 
project details (Article 3). Companies must submit a “plan d’adaptation” 
to the CE during the consultative process as a basis for negotiation. 

Furthermore, there are clearer concrete employment guarantees: if 
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workers have to be moved to a lower grade job because of the technologies 
then they should have the right to their salary for 6 months and then, in 
the following six, right to a supplementary payment of 60% of the differ- 
ence between the old and new pay. They should also have priority- 
conditional on competence — fonew jobs created at the old grade. Very 
heavy emphasis is placed on training as a mode of adaptation to new skill 
requirements — detailedtraining proposals should form an essential part 
of the “plan d’adaptation” submitted to the CE and should naturally be 
developed as soon as skill needs can be established by sociotechnical 
analysis of project implications. The UIMM (the Federation of Engineering 
and Metals Employers) commits itself to providing technical and financial 
help on training needs to companies through its regional offices (Article 7). 
Finally, one or two work design preferences are invoked; Article 8 refers to 
the importance of conserving operator intervention, of avoiding their 
isolation by promoting group work or work in machine “cells,” and of 
reducing “un rythme de travail humain excessif’ (high work intensity). 
Promoting sustained employee participation in projects is recommended. 

The third sector agreement, in Chemicals (June 26,1990) continued the 
tendency toward greater detail and precision. Signed once more by all of 
the major unions except the CGT, the document distinguished between 
technology projects that are “important” and those that are “courant” 
(relatively routine) which was first elaborated in an all-sector accord of 
1988. With regard to consultation on the former, the central role of the 
CE reappears, but the information to which it is accorded a right is more 
comprehensive — managersnust now provide project timetables and de- 
tails of foreseeable effects on all aspects of Fluman Resources Management 
(HRM) policy. The “plan d’adaptation” to be provided by employers is 
carefully specified to include the possibilities of regrading and of opening 
up new career paths for employees adversely affected by the project. The 
CE’s right to outside expertise is reiterated as is a three-month period in 
which to consider the findings from such consultation. 

One shift in emphasis lies in the scope of the negotiation that ensues 
after initial meetings. The agreement recommends that this take in the 
method of project management itself, and in this respect, the joint union- 
management sociotechnical methods of Rhone-Poulenc (described in Du 
Roy, 1985)-a dominant firm in the sector-may well have been influen- 
tial. Finally, with regard to training and work redesign, a similar heavy 
stress on planning carefully for employee skills adaptation and on preserv- 
ing worker autonomy and “polyvalence” is featured in this agreement as 
in the previous one. Pay and conditions guarantees for employees who 
are deskilled or displaced are also precisely formulated, as in the engineer- 
ing document. 
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These agreements do not tell the whole story about sector TT negotia- 
tion, needless to say. As Tallard (1988) notes, other branches signed “ac- 
cords” whose main content concerned training (on which annual negotia- 
tion became obligatory in 1984) or job levels but which naturally included 
reference to the changes brought about by technologies and how skill or 
grading adjustments were essential. Provincial newspapers were an exam- 
ple. Furthermore, it cannot be said that these sector accords precipitated 
avalanches cf similarly formulated firm level agreements! When one con- 
sults the lists, it is clear that it was the industry leaders, large firms, who 
followed most quickly in reaching technology agreements. 

2.2. Firm-LevelNegotiationPatterns: The Limits ofWorks Councils’ 

Influence 

Indeed, the predominance of such companies makes an account of the 
processes and outcomes at firm level highly complicated. We have access 
to a number of well-publicized cases — ^usually “successful” — ^that are 
relatively detailed accounts of joint union-employee-managementdriven 
projects of IT implementation. However, “the truth” about these projects 
is very difficult to reconstruct (Thomas, 1995) and also, of course, they are 
not representative of sector activity. These cases are very important, how- 
ever, because they often reveal a distinctively French methodology of 
“socio-technical bargaining” in action and because they reveal fascinating 
and sometimes impressive forms of cooperation among different French 
institutions concerned with work reform. They reveal “what can be done” 
in the French context; they, perhaps, contain the elements of “best prac- 
tice” in this specific national environment. I have included a description of 
one such case — the complex “Projet ISOAR” in Peugeot during 1982- 
1985 — iithe Appendix to this chapter. 

Apart from the account of such individual cases of sociotechnical 
change, however, we have other elements at our disposal, this time in the 
form of assessments of the impact of the Auroux laws’ in strengthening 
the CE, the Comite d’entreprise, as an informant and a negotiating body. 
We can recall that the law gave the CE new rights to (1) information in 
advance of project implementation, and to (2) access to an external expert 
for a second opinion on the project content and impact. Did such legal 
provisions give the CE new leverage during technology negotiation at firm 
level during the subsequent decade? How were the new rights used? 

Now, we have sufficient data to give a fairly clear answer to these two 
questions (Cam, 1990; Cam & Chaumette, 1989; Cochet, 1992; Johansen, 
1987; Lochouam, 1990). To begin with, although there is some evidence 
that the Auroux laws reinforced the overall organizational legitimacy of 
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the CE, the recourse of the CE itself to external consultancy for projects of 
technical change did not spread as the legislators had hoped. Although the 
CE as an organism and legal personality had appealed for many years in 
France to outside financial and accounting expertise when in dispute with 
management, and this with some success, the practice of soliciting socio- 
technical and technological consultancy did not diffuse widely. Johansen 
(1987) shows that five years after the law was enacted only 3.5-4% of 
the 6,000 odd CEs in French companies (those that had more than 300 
employees, as the law required) had successfully taken this step. Why this 
disappointing figure of only about 200 cases? 

First, it has to be recalled that the law required that an agreement on 
bringing in outside expertise be reached between the employer and the 
majority of the members on the CE. If such an agreement could not be 
reached, then the court called the “Tribunal de grande instance” would 
sit to provide a judgment. Widespread resistance of managements in France 
to CE demands for outside expertise — ^usually on the grounds of alleged 
cost, inutility, lack of competence, or bias — ^would often make this neces- 
sary, as examination of court judgments reveals, or would dissuade the 
CE from pursuing the issue any further (Cam & Chaumette, 1989). But 
there were also other reasons for failure tied to the formulation of the law 
itself, on the one hand, and to the realities of operation and activity of both 
CEs and “experts” alike, on the other. 

Employers, for example, were easily able to contest that a project in- 
volved either technologies that were “new” or that the projects concerned 
were “important” (substantial), thus exploiting ambiguities in the legal 
formulation of the right to recourse to outside expertise itself. The courts 
were subsequently often left in the unenviable position of interpreting the 
managerial and technical complexities, and they were just not as well placed 
to do so as other specialist French organisms concerned with the confor- 
mity to law of company practice (such as the “Inspection du travail,” the 
Inspectors of local labor administrations, for instance) who could well 
have been given an important mediating role in the process. That they 
were not accorded such a role meant the loss of a crucial opportunity to 
strengthen the institutional backing for fair arbitration and negotiation 
(Cochet, 1992). 

Furthermore, recourse to the courts by the CE would turn out to be 
expensive — Canund Chaumette estimate that one in every two cases 
brought by CEs, at their full expense, would end in defeat for them and 
that in 12% of cases an expert different from their own preferred choice 
would be nominated by the courts. Risks for the CE were thus consider- 
able and thus were also a fortiori for the majority union that employees 
had voted on to the CE — why risk the limited resources and energies of 




60 



Chapter 2 



the CE in this judicial maze and also the popularity of the union itself in 
the eyes of (voting) workers? Thus, recourse to expertise would present 
itself more and more as an uncertain and thoroughly risky affair for both 
the unions and the CEs. 

From the perspective of the “experts” to whom appeals were made, 
the situation was also far from clear as Cochet (1992) — himself such a 
consultant — suggested. Apart from the fact that very few such experts 
were available in the early decade when the law was formulated (this was 
a “nonexistent profession” that developed only very slowly), those inter- 
vening later on were confronted by considerable problems of legitimacy in 
the eyes of both the law and employers. The interdisciplinary and innova- 
tive nature of their skills and competences differed markedly from those 
of the financial and accounting “outsiders” with whom managers (and 
CEs) were used to dealing and their terrain of investigation in the firm — 
substantial investments, over which organizational power struggles had 
often already taken place — wasxfremely sensitive. 

Together, all of these factors were to render highly problematic the 
diffusion and “normalization” of the recourse by the CE and unions to 
external “sociotechnical” expertise. France would thus never attain the 
kind of familiarity with union-sponsored consultancy seen in Scandinavia 
and — ta lesser extent — Germany. In this case, the law stimulated some 
innovation but did not change behavior in any widespread manner. 

Flowever, notwithstanding the fact that the CE was limited in bring- 
ing outside expertise to bear on technological change, we have to consider 
the other modes of negotiation that emerged at the level of the plant and the 
firm. Clearly, the variations possible are numerous, according to the type 
of employee or union involvement, the stage in the project, and the ampli- 
tude of change processes, etc., and over and above valuable case study 
data, our information is limited. The available data, however, show that 
the “full project” negotiation of the type illustrated by Projet ISOAR 
(discussed in the Appendix) and prepared for by the union confederations 
through technology agreements was minor and confined to a small num- 
ber of sector leaders like Renault and Peugeot, BSN, Rhone-Poulenc, and 
Pechiney. In most of the negotiations on which studies are available, local 
unions stmggled to find a place inside a complex consultative and bar- 
gaining process that company and plant managements conducted using 
direct participative mechanisms (expression groups, quality circles, etc.) 
as much as — andoften more than — formalchannels of representation 
(unions and CE) (ANACT, 1988). The unions needed to find an issue for 
negotiation which, as a point of entry or anchor point, would give them 
some leverage on the investment decisions and the “strategic” problems of 
work organization involved in technological changes and thus avoid their 
marginalization. 
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More often than not, as Annandale-Massa and Merle (1992) point out, 
this was training planning and provision, in their work on the firms of 
three sectors (electronics, banking, and dairy products), they reveal the 
rapid changes taking place in modes of negotiation. In most firms, if the 
initiative to begin negotiating came “from the top,” the process itself did 
not by any means remain “technocratic”; once begun, negotiations func- 
tioned by combining three levels, formal union-managementchannels, “in- 
formal” participative and El mechanisms, and the CE/works council (in- 
cluding its specialist committees), and were dominated by issues centering 
on the “recomposition des metiers” — the new distributions of skill and job 
relationships necessitated by change. What factors conditioned success? 

Fruitful negotiations depended on firms that had a strong, stable union 
presence, seen by employees, on the one hand, as a promoter of a more 
democratic company and accepted by managers, on the other, as a legiti- 
mate (but not equal) partner in dialogue, in addition, the CE in such 
companies and plants had an active and important role; preparation for its 
meetings was good and debate and discussion rich and relatively open. 
Over time, the CE would take on a pedagogical function and also develop 
into an arena where a certain mutual trust between parties could be 
expected. Trust between management and employees was also nurtured in 
such cases by sustained use of participative techniques and employee 
involvement. 

Firms where negotiation processes were unsuccessful, on the other 
hand, featured CEs of low effectiveness and legitimacy (“talking shops,” 
with “no real listening,” etc.), and this was coupled with predominantly 
aggressive and defensive “no compromise” attitudes on the part of the 
major unions. In such firms, participative El mechanisms had been used — 
or at least this was how they had been perceived — temasculate and 
marginalize union representation and support, and the techniques them- 
selves were seen as reduced to the status of “gimmicks” or “gadgets.” 
However, when negotiation was successful, as in the first scenario, a 
variety of bargaining outcomes was produced in the area of skills recom- 
position and use. Because of this, it is not surprising if in many cases the 
agreements thus reached often focused only implicitly on new technolo- 
gies and more explicitly on innovations in training or job classifications. 

It is difficult to give a definitive conclusion to this summary of patterns 
of technology negotiation in the 1980s. On one hand, it is clear that the 
hopes of a number of institutional actors (as we have seen, the state, the 
ANACT, certain unions, and some sections of the “patronaf ’) in the wide- 
spread diffusion of joint union-management stewardship of projects were 
not realized. Were they unrealistic, articulating, and feeding a tenacious 
“ideology of rationalist planning,” a “French myth of modernization,” as 
Rozenblatt has provocatively argued (Rozenblatt, 1995)? This is going too 
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far. What we can say is that French mechanisms for negotiation — and on 
particular the works councils, the CE — ^had difficulty exerting significant 
influence in the usually limited “design space” available in firms for 
modifying decisions on technologies and work redesign (Thomas, 1995). 
Flowever, greater success was obtained in the related area of training 
planning and provision. The reasons for this are connected to the nature of 
the investment decisions in each area, on one hand, and the stmctural 
strengths and weaknesses ofworks councils in France, on the other. 

Even accepting this failure, however, it is necessary to avoid the 
reverse conclusion that “technocracy” in technological change invariably 
predominated. We have shown that this is not the case. Although sector 
leaders embodied the guidelines set at the level of branche agreements, 
other companies mixed formal and informal, representational and partici- 
pative methods of negotiation. But it is impossible to sketch a really clear 
picture of the weight of union and employee influence and the stages of 
project development at which they were most felt and effective. Many 
official estimates formulated in the context of comparative studies (for 
example, that in the studies of the “European Foundation for Living and 
Working Conditions” (Butera, Di Martino, & Kohler, 1990) refer only to 
formal representation and union involvement and thus give only part of 
the story. Other work that attempted to use illustrative case studies to give 
an account of employee involvement in varied forms of sociotechnical 
analysis gives a contrasting view that stresses the strong spread of initia- 
tives but is also limited and partial (ANACT, 1988). 

However, as the decade was closing, what kinds of work organization 
and skills use were crystallizing as a (partial) result of “technological 
modernization”? Was Taylorism in widespread decline, and were ’’inte- 
grated” or “organic” uses of IT replacing it? The next section provides the 
beginnings of an answer to this question. 



3. WORK ORGANIZATION IN THE FRENCH FIRM 
AT THE DAWN OF THE 1990s 

The solid empirical data that are available on the evolution of work 
organization in the 1980s requires an approximate differentiation of the 
period into two phases; the first from the early decade to the period 1985- 
1987 and the second from then into the early 1990s. Although technical and 
social change in the firm obviously gradually evolved, in the later period, 
there was a real acceleration of changes taking place. The colossal rate of 
change in IT and the multiplication and accumulation of forms of organi- 
zational experimentation and change were the central causes. 
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This acceleration of change becomes apparent when we examine, on 
one hand, the detailed investigations into working conditions carried out 
by the DARES office of the Ministere du travail (the “Direction de Tanima- 
tion de la recherche des etudes et des statistiques”) and INSEE, the French 
national statistical office, in 1984 and again in 1991 (Aquain, Cezard, Char- 
raud, & Vinck, 1994), and on the other, the survey TOTTO (“Techniques de 
1’ organisation du travail aupres des travailleurs oceupes”) carried out by 
INSEE alone in 1987 (Gollac, 1989). Putting the data of the two together 
we have, to begin with, an index of the very rapid growth in the use of IT 
in work in the second part of the decade. Between 1987 and 1991, employee 
use of microcomputers increased by one-third, telematics one-third, and 
computerized machine tools by well over two-thirds (Aquain et al., 1994, 
P- ’7)- 

Accompanying this are the changes registered in working conditions. 
According to the consecutive matched DARES surveys of 20,000 em- 
ployees (from all sectors) completed in 1978,1984, and 1991, indicators of 
three constraints on the rhythm of work — ^time deadlines, client/customer 
demands, and hierarehical control — all show substantial increases for the 
period 1984-1991 after having either decreased or increased only very 
slightly in the earlier period of 1978-1984. The biggest increase and the 
highest indicator of the three was in constraints coming from client de- 
mands, revealing in all probability both a substantial ehange in the man- 
agement of services and also the beginning of the rapid diffusion of “just- 
in-time” and “total quality control” in industry (the subject of the next 
chapter). The latter corresponded to “internalization” of the relationship 
between customer and supplier into industrial work processes, and all 
workstations were expected to regard themselves as both clients of, and 
suppliers to, others in the same work process. 

Alongside this, 50% of the 20,000 employees questioned on their use 
of initiatives and their margins of autonomy in work considered them- 
selves wholly responsible for most incidents and problems arising in the 
course of daily work, whereas in 1987 (in the TOTTO data) the figure was 
44%. Correspondingly, if in 1991 only 18% of workers eonsidered that 
their work consisted mainly in carrying out precise instructions, earlier in 
1987 this proportion was 22%. Although the data are difficult to interpret 
definitively, this shows a clear progression in the use of initiative by 
employees (Cezard et al, 1991). With regard to “polyvalence” or “func- 
tional flexibility,” a similar development is seen in a progression of 4% 
(from 18 to 22%) from 1987 to 1991 in the number of workers who consid- 
ered that they “frequently change posts as a function of the company’s 
needs.” Flowever, it should be noted that the DARES/INSEE comparisons 
between 1987 and 1991 show no significant fall in the number of workers 
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who performed assembly-line or machine-paced tasks. In fact there is a 
slight increase for both skilled and semiskilled workers (4 to 5%) and for 
unskilled workers (13 to 16%) in the 1991 survey. 

These data, suitably supplemented by case study work, have nour- 
ished considerable debate over the putative transformation of Taylorism 
and Fordism during the 1980s. Three positions have emerged in France, 
two of which have claimed to find a crystallization of the schematic models 
of IT use I referred to in section 1. Thus, one view saw Taylorism in 
industry as being progressively superseded to the benefit of “integrated 
automation” (Coriat, 1990; De Terssac, 1992), whereas the other considered 
that a “neo-Taylorism” developed largely in continuity with the past 
(Durand, 1993; Linhart, 1991). A third argued that a hybrid form, a “half- 
way house,” had emerged (Freyssenet, 1993). 

It is not necessary for us to take a precise position on this debate at 
the moment. What the data do show is that, as initiatives were being 
expected, more and more from those employees lower down in firm 
hierarchies, controls over them were intensifying. What this paradox indi- 
cates is that the type of overall workplace control was shifting quite 
dramatically and in an almost contradictory manner. That is to say, the mix 
of technical controls (machines and work flows), hierarchical and “ideo- 
logical” controls over employees was being reconfigured, reconstituted. 
(On the level of popular managerial discourse in France, this was often 
represented (and simultaneously obscured) by the exhortation to the “re- 
sponsabilisation” of the workforce (their “empowerment”) as implied in 
Chapter 1). It needs to be stressed that there is considerable complexity 
here because this “reconfiguration” was at the same time a change in work 
designs, a recomposition of skills and job contents, and also a broad 
change in management-employee relations. The previous chapter charted 
the beginnings of this process. 

I have stressed that during the 1980s technology was at its heart, but 
it is crucial to remember that for the devolution of responsibility involved 
here to be organizationally “coherent,” it had to be accompanied by, on 
one hand, new technical competencies at a number of different hier- 
archical levels, and on the other, by modified management practices and 
behavior. Particularly important among the latter was a simultaneously 
increased managerial reliance on groups in the workplace — as I showed in 
the last chapter — alliedvith a greater “individualization” in regard to 
“performance management.” This is only an apparent paradox. Reliance 
on collectivities of workers as sources of initiative, motivation, and “peer 
control” had been well tried in France during the heyday in the use of 
quality circles, as we saw in the last chapter, and they were by no means 
forgotten at the end of the 1980s. On the other hand, as multiskilling 
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increased toward the latter part of the decade, more and more managerial 
dissatisfaction with relatively rigid systems of job grading and classifica- 
tion led to a renewed — if at first timid — search for individual performance 
assessment and reward (Donnadieu & Denimal, 1993). This important 
evolution in French personnel/human resources management is analyzed 
in Chapter 4. 



CONCLUSION: THE LESSONS OF FRENCH EXPE RIEN CE 

In this account of the negotiation and management of IT, two central 
features of French experience were stressed: first, the role of the state and 
an evolving legal framework in influencing these processes and second, 
the patterns of technological change that emerged from “branche” and 
firm-level negotiation. What lessons can be gleaned from the two? 

Looking back from 1999, it is clear that the sheer speed of increase in 
subsequent IT innovation and investment in the 1990s rendered adaptation 
at the lowest level — the plant, office, and workshop — almost obligatory. 
Thus, it is hardly surprising to find the “branche” level agreement used 
less and less and the company level agreement predominating. 

Joint manager-worker sociotechnical negotiation at this latter level 
never spread in France as extensively as it did in countries like Sweden, 
but it certainly became sufficiently well known to the major unions and 
large companies to constitute a respectable and viable method of change 
management (ANACT, 1988). That this was so is largely due to the role of 
the state in the 1980s in developing both a legal framework and a social 
climate — particularly by nurturing contacts with industry leaders, HR 
innovators, and consultants — lately favorable to the approach. 

However, if the works council, the Comite d’entreprise (CE), failed on 
the whole to increase its influence over technical change processes in the 
firm, as I have shown, this is not entirely because such an organism is 
necessarily ill-adapted to dealing with them. An argument can be made on 
this level because technology negotiation has not traditionally been central 
to their role and, further, research on other countries such as Germany 
shows that even when works councils have substantial status, their influ- 
ence over complex technological decisions can remain slight (Hildebrandt, 
1989). 

But it has to be remembered that there is no “typical CE”; considerable 
variation can be found in their dynamism, competence, and influence in 
French firms. In fact, institutional factors explain part of the problem. As 
I stressed before, a chance was lost in the 1980s to strengthen the hand of 
the CE in its recourse to external technological expertise. Had local labor 
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administrations been used intelligently in arbitration between manage- 
ments and CEs — foExample, the “Inspecteurs du travail” who verify 
conformity to labor law in firms — ^then the CE might well have been 
protected and thus better armed to propose alternative sociotechnical 
ideas and to constitute a better counterpoint for managers and engineers. 
The potential of the works council as a foil for managers and a vehicle for 
employee counterproposals might have been better realized, and would 
have kept the courts out of the arbitration process. 

As computerization swept into companies and production organiza- 
tions, two complementary and related changes of far-reaching importance 
were stimulated in industry. On one hand, a rationalization of product and 
component flows was made possible by new software and automated 
tracking methods; this refined a process view of the firm and encouraged a 
revolution in logistics and operations management from purchasing through 
to distribution. On the other hand, product and component quality norms 
became transformed by competitive pressures and by learning from the 
Japanese experience. Together, internationally, these forged “lean produc- 
tion,” a system whose nature and impact (on French employment rela- 
tions) we consider in the next chapter. 




Appendix 

The Participative Introduction of 
Automation: The Case of Peugeot 

and “Projet ISOAR” 



1. INTRODUCTION 

During the summer of 1989, Peugeot SA celebrated the production of the 
three millionth example of the car which for them was a stunning commer- 
cial success throughout the eighties — the compact “hatchback,” the 205. 
Produced at three French sites (Mulhouse, Poissy, and Vesoul) and also in 
Madrid, this model was principally responsible for the important upturn 
in the company’s prospects during the 1980s. It became the French car with 
the highest production and export figures in the early 1990s. The radical 
project Peugeot set up to analyze the different facets of the transition 
became a symbol in France of effective sociotechnical analysis and negotia- 
tion of organizational change, an exemplary project for both its method 
and scale. It was called ISOAR — “Impact Social et Organisationnel des 
Automatismes et de la Robotique” — and lasted three years from May 1982 
to May 1985. The following account is based on the detailed description of 
Coffineau and Sarraz (1985). 



2. THE ENVIRONMENT OF PEUGEOT IN 1982 AND ISOAR’S 
ORIGINS 

In the early 1980s, the Peugeot group made the strategic decision to 
invest massively in forms of automation for the production processes on 
the Mulhouse (Alsace) site. For 205 production, Mulhouse was planned to 
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get forms of automation more complex and more concentrated than others 
hitherto introduced to this or other plants: for body production, 45 com- 
plex six-axis robots with computerized transfer systems and spot and arc- 
weld robots. The key production issue for management was ensuring 
reliable breakdown-free use of the new installations to obtain very high 
levels of quality, productivity, and delivery of the brand new model right 
from the start — early image and market penetration were crucial stakes. 
Naturally, with such extensive automation, the human resources implica- 
tions were to be considerable: a reduction of the work force in traditional 
areas of production, but the creation of new jobs and functions appropriate 
to the new technologies — irtotal, a transformation of existing employ- 
ment relationships. ISOAR was to tackle the “how” of this change while 
remaining sensitive to the local social characteristics of the Mulhouse 
plant — stronglynarked by local Alsatian culture, only twenty years old, 
and with a relatively young workforce which, despite healthy unionism 
(and unlike the workers at Poissy and Sochaux), had rarely engaged in 
major conflict with management. 

Nationally, political and legal developments at this time were impor- 
tant. A Socialist government had been in power since June 1981, favoring 
nationalizations and critical of the theory and practice of many of the large 
private industrial groups such as Peugeot. The Auroux legislation had 
been introduced to encourage greater workplace communication and ne- 
gotiation and to attempt to accelerate the movement — already in progress — 
of managements away from Taylorism and toward a more participative 
“sociotechnical” modernization. 

The Director of Peugeot Mulhouse, M. Perrier, who had such “par- 
ticipative” ambitions and was seeking a dramatic change in management 
style and organizational culture, contacted the regional office of the AN- 
ACT (“Agence nationale pour Tamelioration des conditions de travail”) in 
Alsace (ACTAL) and subsequently a consultancy, lECl Developpment, in 
Strasbourg that specialized in the participative management of change. 
His desire at this point was to make the production of the 205 a resounding 
success and also, more ambitiously, to make the experience a turning point 
in management practice at Peugeot. But how and with what concrete 
mechanisms? Perrier and lECl set up ISOAR, but two other outside actors 
subsequently became involved in the analysis and research effort; the 
“Ministere de la recherche et de la technologie” (MRT) (as part of its 
continuing research program “Technologie, emploi, travail”) and the 
Groupe lyonnais de sociologie industrielle from the University of Lyon 
(GLYSI). 
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3. ISOAR— PRINCIPAL PHASES AND WORKING GROUPS 

As the project was being discussed, the new forms of automation 
started to arrive at Mulhouse and their functioning in installations could 
be observed in a relatively calm atmosphere. lECI quickly decided on the 
need for a phased project that would enable all actors to debate work 
organization at the level of the “lived reality” of workshops, exchanging 
the different forms of savoir-faire accumulated at different levels of the 
workforce and, in principle, laying the ground for newer unconventional 
forms of discussion and negotiation. At the same time, they accepted the 
inevitability that the debate would widen to take in the whole human 
resources policy of Peugeot — career structures, supervision, manpower 
planing, training provision, communication policy, etc. Full union involve- 
ment was seen as crucial if the climate of industrial relations was to be 
conducive to building on such a sociotechnical approach in the future. 

These considerations were settled during the first prediagnostic phase 
that lasted from November 1982 to March 1983 (and involved lECI alone) 
as were two other crucial operational questions: the form of (1) project 
working mechanisms and (2) follow-up mechanisms to be used in later 
phases. The second phase (October 1983 — March 1984) of participative 
diagnosis involved detailed and exhaustive classification of the major tech- 
nical and social problems that actors considered the forms of automation 
likely to provoke. The final phase (March 1984 — May 1985) of solution 
proposal led to concrete proposals considered compatible with the initial 
technological and commercial specifications. These centered on creating 
production cells, new relationships between factories and supporting ser- 
vices, and entirely transformed human resource policies. 

The second and third substantive phases of ISOAR were carried out 
by participation among lECI, the external actors already mentioned, and 
the following working groups set up in phase one: the Groupes de Travail 
Usine (GTU), the Commissions Specialisees Usine (CSU), the Groupes de 
TravailCentre (GTC). Two follow-up committees were also formed — ^the 
Cornite de Direction (CD) and the Comite Tripartite (CT). 

Groupe de Travail Usine, GTU (Factory Work Groups). Three GTUs 
were set up, one for each of the three factories at Mulhouse. Typically, 
their composition included one manager (“pilof ’) who with lECI led and 
“facilitated” activities, one production manager plus another from design 
or maintenance, three foremen, and six shop floor workers. The GTUs 
dominated activities in the second phase of the project and in the final 
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solution-seeking phase were assisted by union representatives (one each). 
They were responsible for finding solutions to the factory-specific prob- 
lems highlighfed. 

Commissions Specialisees Usine, CSU (Factory Committees). Two 
CSUs were creafed fo consider fhe special difficulfies of aufomafing body 
and mechanical operations in an afmosphere of confidenfialify. Producfion 
and supporf services were fheir major concern. Coordinafed by lECf, 
common membership was fhe facfory manager, managers of principal 
functional areas (producfion, mainfenance, design, personnel, efc.), and 
fhe “manager-pilof” of fhe GTU. 

Group e de Travail Centre, GTC (Central Coordination Group). The 
main function of fhis group was balancing and mufually adjusfing fhe 
proposals coming from fhe facfory groups and, furfher, in-depfh analysis 
of human resources and indusfrial relations issues. The group composition 
was fhree deparfmenf managers from each facfory (design, mainfenance, 
producfion), fwo HR managers from Peugeof head office, five members of 
fhe Groupe des fechnologies nouvelles (GTN), a subgroup of fhe Comife 
d’Enfreprise/works council) one for each of fhe unions, fhe represenfa- 
fives of fhe public agencies ANACT, ACTAL, Minisfere de la Recherche, 
fhe “manager-pilof” plus members of lECf and GLYSf. 

All of fhese groups were essentially “fed” by fhe foundafion work of 
aufomafion analysis performed by fhe GTUs during fhe second diagnostic 
phase and, of course, by fhe unusual diversify of knowledge and experi- 
ence coming from fhe heferogenous membership. Moreover, fhis former 
work was, and fhis is imporfanf, carefully prepared by fhe consulfanfs of 
lECf wifh fhe fhree groups: subsfanfial periods of training in analyzing 
differenf fypes of work by inferviews and careful observation and guid- 
ance in defecting difficulfies connecfed fo fhe inferfaces of fhe worker/ 
machine/sysfem/hierarchy/environmenf. All fhis was orienfed — in 
principle — ^fo make fhe GTU members “femporary experts” in fhe socio- 
technical analysis of fhe new sysfems. 

Comite de Direction, (CD; Central Steering Committee). This firsf 
“follow-up” unif was composed of fhe Managing Director of Mulhouse, 
fhe Head of Human Resourees, and fhe fhree fop Facfory Managers, ffs 
function was fo receive and debate reports and proposals emerging from 
fhe ofher groups and lECf after the principal phases of the project and to 
take appropriate action in between time, ft served as a mechanism for 
debate and information exchange among top decision makers, lECf, and 
the other parties. 




The Participative Introduction of Automation 



71 



Comite Tripartite, Evol Tripartite Committee). The second unit was 
comprised of the MD of Mulhouse, the ten Union representatives of the 
Groupe technologies nouvelles (on the works council), the representatives 
of the public agencies (ANACT etc.), the “manager-pilot,” and lECI.This 
was a consultative committee set up to debate the proposals coming from 
these groups after their submission to the CD. For lECI, the presence of 
outside institutions was considered an important aid in overcoming the 
oppositional discourse between management and unions that existed 
early on. 

How was all this held together, and how were those employees out- 
side kept in the picture? Peugeot agreed to release a manager from HR to 
act as a full-time internal “pilot” and supervisor of three factory coordina- 
tors (on part-time secondment during the work of the GTU). His role 
would be crucial in handling administration, insisting on deadlines and 
the submission of reports, etc. The factory coordinator-pilots for their part 
followed with lECI the work of the GTU and had heavy responsibility 
during the final “solution” phase of the project. The workforce outside the 
groups had two main ways of keeping itself informed on ISOAR: first, 
through contact with group members — and of course with certain union 
representatives who had free access to all reports produced by other 
groups, once edited by lECI; and second, two editions of the works jour- 
nal “JIM” explained the progress and aims of the project in general terms. 



4. THE PRODUCTION OF ANALYSES AND PROPOSALS 

It is worth emphasizing here how concrete proposals for change were 
designed to emerge from a phased interrelationship of the work of GTU, 
CSU, and GTC — ^to “funnel through” a process of sociotechnical analysis 
and discussion bearing on a complex set of issues in which the lower 
groups “feed” higher ones. 

4.1. The GTU Analyses 

Exhaustive details cannot be given here of the problems raised by the 
three GTUs in their work during the second phase of ISOAR, but it is 
important to illustrate the depth and detail of that work; as desired, it 
aided the formulation of the central proposals of the whole project (which 
were for “production cells ” in the three factories) that ultimately emerged 
from the GTC. 

Let us recall the nature of the technologies newly implanted in each of 
the three factories. The body plant received welding robots guided by 
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programmable controllers, handling robots, computerized conveyors, and 
a coordination and information system. Factory “Mechanical A” (which 
produced precision cog wheels and shafts) got integrated machining lines 
(CNCs and programmable controllers) often called in France LIF (lignes 
integrees de fabrication, technically integrated production lines). “Me- 
chanical B,” the site that produced suspension arms and brake systems, 
received computerized transfer machines. The GTUs studied how a num- 
ber of existing types of jobs were affected by these new technologies. When 
they reported in detail the results of their analyses of new processes, the 
innovative nature of the latter were clearly made apparent. Despite the 
variations in machine techniques and in their reliability and flexibility, a 
common step toward more and more continuous process production was 
noted. IT would make possible centralization of information and control of 
work flow, a reduction of buffer stocks between machines, and automatic 
control of first-level maintenance and quality. This entailed generally a 
shift from “man-machine” to “man-system” production because of an 
intensified interaction of technologies and data. Operators’ roles in the 
future would have to be different, given the internal system’s potential for 
controlling work quantity, quality, and flow, and given Peugeot’s ambi- 
tious production targest — above all the anticipation and rapid diagiosis of 
installation problems to minimize stoppages and breakdowns. 

Indeed, because of the high cost of stoppages and higher technologi- 
cal complexity, maintenance intervention would become fundamental and 
raise three crucial organizational challenges: first, how to guarantee rapid 
reliable intervention giving technical diagnoses of some complexity; and 
second, how to strike an economic equilibrium between preventive stop- 
pages, effective provision of spares, and acceptable levels of breakdown; 
and finally, how to secure new forms of teamwork and cooperation, 
around the demands of the new installations. Flow to demarcate precise 
contributions to this effort, how to mobilize them most effectively? Flow 
should information flow up fo line managemenf, and how could support- 
ing services be besf organized? And whaf of fhe disfribufion of required 
skills, a crucial problem? The GTUs saw clearly fhaf fhe insfallafion leaders 
need fo undersfand fully all aspecfs of fhe aufomafion cycle — including^f 
course, fhe coded “dialogues” of machines — and also fo diagnose fhe 
causes of unwanfed incidenfs quickly and reliably. Beyond fhis, wide 
choice was recognized in fhe breadfh of fasks demanded in ofher posts — 
both in terms of the scope of technical operations and of management 
tasks. Flow these choices were made would condition the quality of work- 
ing life, as well as its efficiency. 

On this level (of the quality of working conditions), the GTUs, like 
other analysts (Durand et al., 1986), nofed fhe essenfial ambiguify of fhe 
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new advanced manufacturing technologies. On the positive side, the 
physical burden of work could well be reduced (the loading, manhandling 
of work) and the autonomy of installation workers increased (if certain 
choices were made, e.g., training ah for individual technical specialties 
with areas of initiative). Negatively, one had to reckon with the consider- 
able increase in mental stress likely because of the complexity of intercon- 
nected technologies, of information interpretation, and of the imperative 
to avoid breakdowns and stoppages at ah costs, and also with the elimina- 
tion of areas of initiative related to the more direct link of workers to 
workpieces and to control over working time in the traditional production 
system. 

4.2. The Analyses of CSUs and GTC 

Following the fusion of two factories (Mechanical A and B) into one, 
two CSUs worked for three months on the problems of major impact 
raised in the earlier project phase by the GTUs. As we have seen, CSUs 
were mainly composed of managers who had key technical respon- 
sibilities in each factory undergoing progressive automation. 

They had two central objectives, given the ammunition already pro- 
vided by the previous phase: first, to generate a new employee conscious- 
ness of the factors of cost, quantity, quality, and delay in production, on the 
one hand, by making installation leaders highly responsible masters of 
their specific domains and on the other, by providing highly qualified 
multidisciplinary teams around the installations, and tlirthermore, to facili- 
tate this by opening up job gradings and scales to stimulate skill acquisi- 
tion and career progression; second, to generate clearer and more supple 
links between production and other technical functions by reducing the 
number of the latter and reestablishing their relationship on a “client — 
supplier” basis. The “solutions” of the CSUs already contain the key 
mechanism which would soon be developed in the GTC phase — ^the pro- 
duction cell — and it is well to deal with this straightaway. 

Proposing the “production cell” as the nucleus of work with the new 
technologies involved understanding it as a center of both key functions 
and of responsibilities — machine surveillance and control, first-level qual- 
ity and breakdown management, etc. Despite inevitable variations neces- 
sary from line to line, three central roles corresponding to these respon- 
sibilities were proposed: 

Pilote d’instahation (PI), cell leader, whose status is equivalent to 
foreman or technician; 

Conducteur d’installation (Cl), cell supervisor, with technical quali- 
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fications equivalent to CAP (the first technical diploma obtained 
in secondary education in France); and 

Agents de fabrication (AF), production operatives, initially unskilled 
and trained on the job. 

Their teamwork would depend on flexibility of roles and the willing- 
ness and capacity to cover a number of different tasks as the situation 
demanded. It would require transforming the traditional hierarchy; super- 
visors and foremen would be converted to PI (a primarily technical and 
not “personnel” function) and specialist maintenance fully responsible to 
their “clients,” the production cells. In the case of an incident that dis- 
rupted the smooth flow of production, the following scenario illustrates 
the cooperation and overlapping within cells envisaged; the main function 
of the AFs would be to help in diagnosing the problem by providing 
crucial observational information of processes and also to assist in repair- 
ing the breakdown so that they acquired knowledge essential to avoid a 
repetition. The Cl for his part would use the AF's information plus his own 
skills to provide a diagnosis and complete a repair of the fault (if tech- 
nically possible) and work with service technicians if need be. The PI 
would provide both technical skills and physical help to the other two (if 
needed to complete diagnosis and repair) and adjust the behavior and 
performance of the cell to conform to production parameters (of quality, 
quantity, etc.). All would — in principle — learn together how to avoid 
recurrence of similar dysfunctions in the future. 

Clearly, within units skills would be redistributed more broadly 
across roles than in the traditional system; some would be held in common 
and others in the domain of specialists. A diagnostic tool for “skill evalua- 
tion” was developed to help here, because it was accepted that assessment 
would henceforth be more individualized. Gradings, scales, and classifica- 
tions would reflect this, and the eight traditional scales would give way to 
two or three — ^producing, for example, a continuous scale from AF through 
to PI. 



5. DECISIONS, ACTION, AND ASSESSMENTS 

As I noted earlier in the description of groups, concrete proposals for 
change were put directly to two managerial committees — the Comite de 
Direction (CD) and the Comite Tripartite (CT) — for discussion and deci- 
sion. The breadth of ISOARs propositions meant essentially that three 
different levels of decision-making and action were involved; individual 
factory level, at Mulhouse plant level and, more broadly, at the level of 




The Participative Introduction of Automation 



75 



the whole company. Naturally time scales differed for each; whereas some 
very concrete factory level GTU proposals could be almost directly ac- 
cepted and implemented, broader proposals touching on higher level 
Peugeot SA management policies (e.g., on training and job classifications) 
would have to wait longer. 

There are many examples of the factory level changes that one could 
cite: making it possible for the Conducteurs d’installation (Cl) to take part 
in preparatory meetings about preventive maintenance, providing ade- 
quate replacements, keeping Agents de fabrication (AF) in position during 
breakdowns so as to encourage their participation in repairs, developing 
certain breakdown workers as specialists in particular processes and tech- 
nologies and others as on-the job trainers of the Cl in production areas, 
etc. The most important decisions at the level of the plant as a whole have 
already been mentioned. Gradually the CD and CT formulated a common 
plan for automated production work around the unit of the production 
cell and the three key roles of the PI, Cl, and AF. This change was pro- 
gressively implemented (although it should be stressed that some conven- 
tional lines were never completely eliminated at Mulhouse). Similarly, a 
common agreement was reached to submit to the CEO of Peugeot a model 
of new “career structures” for the polyvalent cell workers in line with 
ISOAR recommendations, and an “accord” on this model was signed 
between management and unions in 1986. But what must be emphasized 
here is the nature of the relationship between the decision process at the 
Mulhouse site and the wider strategic ones of Peugeot as a whole, the link 
between ISOAR and the broader policies on automation and human re- 
sources of the group. 

Bercot (1985) analyzed the evolution of these links in some detail. She 
makes the important point that ISOAR could be seen as a decisive stage in 
a relatively recent attempt within Peugeot as a whole to change manage- 
ment approaches to organizational change, as also could the 1983-1986 
modernization program at the Poissy site near Paris, vital for the launch of 
another new model, the 309. Generally the strategy was to leave specific 
sites to develop their own mechanisms and forms of participation to effect 
change (ISOAR at Mulhouse, quality control circles elsewhere) while 
keeping to an overall commitment to key economic and technical objec- 
tives: the timing of the climb to optimum production of new models; built- 
in flexibility for product variety, preservation of continuous automated 
production with minimal breakdowns, delay, and stocks; and maximum 
quality control. 

In fact, by the latter half of the 1970s Peugeot managers had already 
been trying to respond to the economic crisis and to the demands of 
manual workers for an end to monotonous and aimless work by revising 
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their policies on improving product quality and on using skilled and 
unskilled labor (issues discussed widely at national level as I showed in 
Chapter 1). Levels of pay at the bottom end for unskilled and semiskilled 
workers were raised and gradings altered in an attempt to create more of 
a “career” structure at that level. The 1986 agreement simply extended this 
policy in the light of the advances of ISOAR and the experiences at other 
sites. As Bercot stresses, behind it there lies a logic of the integration of 
selected — ancf‘selected” should be stressed — less skilled workers into 
the central objectives of the firm. The fact that the “manager-pilot” of 
ISOAR at Mulhouse was appointed to a similar post in Paris after the 
termination of the project, at the level of the whole group, somewhat 
indicates the complementarity of ISOAR proposals and this broader com- 
pany policy of “integration.” 

Thus, ISOAR seems to have accelerated and consolidated participa- 
tive and “integrative” management approaches by its example. Not long 
after its termination, a similar approach was used to automate a third 
factory at Mulhouse, the foundry, and it had considerable influence on 
Poissy, as already mentioned. Peugeot sought to stimulate varying partici- 
pative styles of “modernization” by accepting local variations and then 
learning from their successes and failures from effective centrally coordi- 
nated exchanges of information. The latter have involved central meetings 
of managers from different sites, but as M. Erard (the promoted “pilot” of 
ISOAR) has also made clear, prolonged exchanges between managers and 
union delegates. In this sense, ISOAR was a “qualified success” without 
really transforming employment relations throughout Peugeot as a whole, 
as Bemoux (1995) has also argued. 

Mention of the unions and the 1986 accord is an appropriate place to 
bring in their reactions to ISOAR and thus to air more critical views of the 
project and the management strategies that supported it. This is an impor- 
tant counterbalance to the generally un-critical appraisals of the consultant 
lECI and of the public authorities involved. 

In their appraisal, the “Confederation franqaise democratique du tra- 
vail,” the CFDT union, clearly welcomed the desire to change the Taylorist 
organizational culture at Mulhouse by increased participation in automa- 
tion projects, but significantly, they stressed the poor quality of worker- 
management relations from 1972 — wheithere was a massive strike at 
Mulhouse — ^up to 1983 (Hillau, 1986). (Indeed to many in France, Peugeot 
had often been seen in the past as a mainly authoritarian and bureaucratic 
employer). Hillau is forthright in his discussion; he suggests that manage- 
ment desire in that period was to discredit and even destroy union influ- 
ence at the plant and that in practice, trade union freedoms were denied. 
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individual delegates careers blocked, and smear campaigns conducted. As 
ISOAR tried to break categorically with these practices and required a new 
atmosphere of negotiation and participation, it was clearly welcomed by 
the CFDT, stressing the important presence of outside, relatively “neutral” 
actors. Over time, the CFDT detected a gradual thaw in relations with top 
and middle management and, more slowly, with foremen and supervisors. 

As far as the conduct of the ISOAR project was concerned, the union 
made similar points to lECI and to ANACT about its timing — ^unfortunately 
it began after key technical choices were already made and thus excluded 
analysis and negotiation of a crucial range of sociotechnical issues related 
to technology choice and design (Thomas, 1995). Such negotiation is often 
requested by unions and even — as we have already suggested — stipulated 
for works councils in the 1982 Auroux laws. Secondly, the CFDT wanted 
ISOAR to tackle five themes, but in their minds only three were seriously 
considered (work organization, training, and job gradings). The remaining 
two (numbers in employment and working conditions) were seen as ne- 
glected, and it is easy to understand union concern, particularly over down- 
sizing. For example, Hillau (1986) cites somber employment figures — in 
1979,920 Peugeot 104 vehicles were produced per day by 16,400 workers, 
yet in 1985 1,100 Peugeot 205s were produced per day by 13,100 workers — 
and he complains of a failure to have future job figures clarified by man- 
agement. He also finds that the analysis of the human cost of intensively 
using new production technologies (intensified work, nervous stress, re- 
duced control of working time, and social interaction) was superficial and 
lacked real “human factors” ergonomic analysis. 

The “Confederation Generale du Travail” (CGT union) for its part 
shared many of these concerns, particularly those relating to redundancy 
and to the intensification of work but also stressed the ambiguities in the 
proposals for “career advancement” in the three new functions clustered 
around the production cell (Cl, PI, and AF). Although welcoming the 
breakdown of barriers between departments (e.g., production and mainte- 
nance) and the better progression made possible for the lower skilled 
because of training opportunities for the new role of AF, Cassier (1987) in 
his analysis criticized the extent of these opportunities, the scope of access 
to training. Recalling that at Renault a similar training program to enable 
manual workers to deal with machine breakdowns ultimately concerned 
only 4% of the total workforce, he suspected that training and subsequent 
promotion would be offered only to a carefully selected group of educa- 
tionally (and politically?) screened workers. The rest would face the possi- 
bility of a future of continuing monotonous work, marginalization and, 
perhaps, layoffs. Furthermore, he pictures that those of this selected elite 
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who are on the ladder between AF and Cl face an intimidating working life 
of competition between cells and of continuous performance assessment. 
Because of these fears, the CGT, after the 1986 agreement, demanded the 
creation of a transitional function between AF and Cl, “Aide conducteur 
d’installation,” to increase chances of upward mobility. 



6. THE IMPACT OF ISOAR 

Despite these criticisms, it really seems appropriate to celebrate the 
forms of employee involvement that ISOAR encouraged and to salute the 
success of the project in getting workers and managers together to tackle 
issues traditionally reserved only for engineers and the upper levels of 
the hierarchy. The 205 vehicle was a tremendous success thanks in large 
part to the sociotechnical work of ISOAR; that work itself is a tribute to 
collaboration across hierarchical barriers and to the reservoirs of employee 
intelligence it tapped. 

As for the aftermath of the project in the firm, it seems clear that the 
union-management accord of 1986 — strongly influenced by the project — 
represented a milestone in industrial relations at Peugeot SA. However, an 
analysis of subsequent industrial life at Peugeot in the 1980s cannot be 
given here; what can be offered are some final comments on the influence 
of ISOAR as a sociotechnical “model” for the participative conduct of 
industrial projects — one among others used in France by organisms such 
as the ANACT or CISTE (Laplace & Regnaud, 1986; Du Roy, 1987). 

More generally, it is tempting to ask whether, in a specific industry 
such as automobiles (an important qualification), ISOAR really offered 
great promise. This was certainly the view of lECI, the consultant respon- 
sible for its formulation. In its conclusion to their “Rapport de recherche,” 
lECI suggests how a suitably modified ISOAR could serve to “enrich 
organizationally” the process of automation (Coffmeau & Sarraz, 1985). 
Here, they anticipate many of the criticisms put forward by the unions 
cited earlier. Their principal point in my view concerns the need to plan, 
implement, and publish, well in advance of important technical choices 
about types of machines and technologies, a detailed study of possible 
organizational forms compatible with different favored technologies. This 
study (“Le cahier d’orientations organisationnelles,” COO) would tackle 
three essential domains — ^work organization, training, and working 
conditions — and would be developed to influence the crucial work of the 
central department of “Bureau des Methodes” (the Industrial Engineering 
(IE) Department) on the choice of specific production technologies and 
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patterns of work design. Realistically, each factory would have to produce 
a COO two and a half to three years before the launch of new models, and 
it would have to build on and consolidate close cooperation between the 
project group from each factory responsible for the COO and the central IE 
department. Only in this way could local influence over the architecture of 
information systems and of work spaces and over working conditions 
become significant. 

Although the factory project groups would be made up of managers 
from the major functions (especially HR), lECI considers that the recom- 
mendations of the COO could emerge from wider participative study 
groups just like the GTU (the Factory Working Groups) used in ISOAR. 
This is an important point. In this scenario, a perhaps semipermanent 
structure of groups (of trained workers) charged with anticipating innova- 
tion and analyzing the available sociotechnical choices and training strate- 
gies is created. The ethos of ISOAR is actualized in durable, decentralized, 
and participative structures and in specific methods of cooperative project 
management. But is this at all realistic given the orthodox manner of 
industrial project management in the car industry and given that techno- 
logical change is often a profoundly “political” process (Thomas, 1995)? 

To put this question into perspective, it is important to stress the rapid 
rate of change of automobile production systems and work organization, 
on one hand, and of forms of project management, on the other, which has 
been in train throughout Europe and the United States for some years. As 
far as project management in the French industry is concerned, Midler’s 
analysis (1993) shows clearly how the relatively straightforward phased 
projects gave way to more frequent, more demanding, and more complex 
ones. The competitive environment changed radically — it was now com- 
plete “programs” of vehicles that were created with made-to-measure 
variations in styling, trim, and engine size, etc. Above all, product and 
process innovation became faster, more intertwined, and continuous and 
demanded greater cross-functional management interaction and commu- 
nication. This imperative for speed undoubtedly worked against using 
relatively complex participative structures like ISOAR. 

Nonetheless, companies like Renault and Peugeot did see the need for 
increased employee involvement if this speed was to be achieved. Con- 
cretely, an expanded and strategic role for the “cell” structure using work 
teams and for decentralized HR management were seen necessary for this 
(Freyssenet, 1995). Manpower planning had to tackle the problems of 
maintaining continuity of personnel months before program launches, 
along with those caused by technological redundancy and reskilling. Hu- 
man resources and line management together had to deal with implement- 
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ing effective skills analysis and collective learning down at the level of the 
team, as well as avoiding any deterioration of the social climate. As this 
was done, a sociotechnical and interfunctional approach quite naturally 
influenced project planning and technological change. Even if ISOAR 
type groups have not been the mechanism used, there seems no doubt 
that the thinking behind the work redesign experience at Mulhouse has 
been very influential in the French automobile industry. 




3 

Toward Quality and Process 
Redesign: The ^^Lean” Revolution 

in French Industry 



INTRODUCTION 

During the early to mid-1990s, Western industrial firms underwent a series 
of substantial transformations that built upon the technological innova- 
tions of the previous decade described in the last chapter. These transfor- 
mations were stimulated by perceptions of two major imperatives of 
international competition, on one hand, pressure to improve dramatically 
the quality of both production processes and products and, on the other, 
pressure to diminish stocks, streamline work-in-progress, and reduce lead 
times. The example of Japanese manufacturing was, of course, the inspira- 
tion, and total quality management (TQM) and just-in-time (JIT) produc- 
tion were the concrete managerial policies that were imitated and adapted. 
Together, these two policies, announced by slogans such as “zero defects, 
zero delays,” would contribute to dramatic modifications in the manage- 
ment and performance of industrial work. These two organizational 
changes constituted the base of what became known as lean production in 
industry (Krafjic, 1988; Womack, Jones, & Roos, 1991). 

Lean production was to modify industrial work both in Europe and 
the United States, although precisely how this occurred (and is still occur- 
ring) has remained a matter of considerable debate. The precise relation- 
ship between lean production and other “industrial paradigms” such as 
Taylorism, Fordism, and “sociotechnical design” (break or continuity?) 
has dominated much discussion in management, economics, organization 
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theory, and the sociology of work (Sandberg, 1995; Dankbaar, 1997; Du- 
rand, 1993; Womack et ah, 1991; Williams et ah, 1994; Eiger & Smith, 1994). 

How can we characterize French experiences? What has been their 
real impact on work, employees, and management? Before considering 
this, 1 need to mention one or two central problems in analyzing the scale 
and action of lean production itself To begin with, the separate action of 
the two “components,” TQM and JIT, is very difficult to discern empiri- 
cally, even though they are different in scope. Whereas TQM, as we shall 
see, entails a revision of management thinking on a number of different 
levels, JIT concerns essentially the logistics of component and product 
flows on the factory floor. However, my view is that they should be placed 
together as processes of change that contribute to a common overall indus- 
trial dynamic. This can be done while avoiding a crude “model of lean 
production.” 

As both Miyake, Enkawa, and Fleury (1995) and Wilkinson, Redman, 
Snape, and Marchington (1998) have explained, the two policies share a 
common “logic” that makes their combined implementation in appropriate 
conditions, if not essential, then strategically compelling for industrial 
operations. Following Miyake et al. (1995), 1 want to highlight the follow- 
ing elements behind this “logic”: 

• continuous incremental improvement of the quality of processes 
and products through elimination of defects, delays, and waste at 
all workstations and functions; 

• promotion of functional flexibility, multiskilling and team work; 

• use of worker participation mechanisms for better exploitation of 
employee knowledge; and 

• extensive employee skill development through tailored HR poli- 
cies on training and rewards. 

The first three of these features together constitute the core of a lean 
organization of production, and the fourth refers to the need to comple- 
ment this core with HR policies that motivate employees and develop 
learning processes. The use of specific techniques and practices — such as 
quality circles, statistical process control, or “work cells” — to embody 
these elements in behavior will vary from firm to firm and will depend on 
both the scale of the project initiated by managers to move toward lean 
production and on the existing patterns and norms of behavior in the 
organization. 

In this chapter, I will comment on the nature of JIT and TQM sep- 
arately and on their spread in France, while arguing that their use in 
industry has been complementary. Although TQM use need not involve 
JIT — ^this depends on the feasibility of using the latter with existing tech- 
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nologies and work flows that are firm-specific — JIT does demand a radical 
rethinking of the way quality assurance takes place at each job in the work- 
place (Miyake et ah, 1995). The two overlap substantially, but the extent of 
this in reality depends on technical, production, and management contin- 
gencies in the firm. 

TQM and JIT also differed on the level of diffusion processes. The 
particularly wide public appeal and spread of TQM during the early 
1990s — ^not just in industry of course — needs to be considered itself as a 
“discursive” phenomenon of some importance that took different forms, 
depending on national and institutional conditions. The TQM “message” 
and its framing, formulation, diffusion, and reception have been neglected 
in many discussions, but these processes deserve some separate consid- 
eration, as Cole (1989) has emphasized, because they reveal how manage- 
ment communities and associated actors (like business consultants and the 
state) became mobilized around quality objectives and how national pat- 
terns of “quality action” emerged and were constmcted over time. 

As for the broad impact of lean production in the French workplace, 
we shall see that the shifts in control and work organization on the thresh- 
old of the 1990s that I described in the last chapter deepened and accelerated 
into the middle of the decade. Indeed, it was really in the period 1991-1997 
that patterns of change became most evident and a change in the “indus- 
trial paradigm” began to be confirmed. 

But concretely, what does the paradigmatic change mean on a human 
level? I will argue that lean production has generalized new work inten- 
sities, uncertainties, and risks in French industry that are caused by the 
ever “tighter coupling” of the elements of production themselves. More- 
over, the empirical day-to-day management of these risks has called for 
new forms of dialogue and negotiation, and new skills and competencies, 
which the gums and promoters of the lean system have often neglected 
when they describe its economic and logistic virtues. “Lean” production 
actually depends, paradoxically, on a heightened density of human com- 
munication and interaction. This is an integral part of the work transfor- 
mation that it has engendered. 



1. TOTAL QUALITY MANAGEMENT AND ITS SPREAD 
AS “LA QUALITETOTALE” IN FRANCE 

To begin with, I will show how the “climate” for the diffusion cf a 
highly specific version cf quality improvement in France was rendered 
favorable by a decade cf state intervention and by the gradual crystalliza- 
tion of networks among innovative employers and highly active agencies 
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of quality promotion. This “making quality strategic” was an important 
exogenous influence on company strategies and networks that helped the 
progression of lean production. 

What follows is based on three types of data analysis: first, a detailed 
examination of documents and literature published by the main actors in 
the TQM diffusion process — ^the state (successive governments and minis- 
tries) and business associations and also the principal TQM consultants; 
second, a series of interviews with the strategic heads of the latter and with 
top managers of a small number of firms in the process of implementing 
TQM (the latter for a study of the organizational effects of its implemen- 
tation); third, an analysis of the “popular u and academic management 
literature bearing on TQM that was published in France during the 1980s 
and 1990s. First, however, it is necessary to clarify the nature of TQM in 
managerial and organizational terms. 

1.1. Total Quality Management in Theory and Praetiee 

What makes the TQM approach “total” in fact is the extension to all 
levels of an organization of techniques and tools of quality analysis and 
improvement, not their restriction to one area or sector of the firm. For 
this to occur, two main systems must come together, on one hand, a system 
for the managerial guidance, coordination, and control of TQC and, on 
the other, the operational “means of doing TQC” in the firm. At the first 
level, we must include the formulation of close links by top managers 
between company strategy and quality improvement and the expression of 
this strategic view in a “mission,” in financial commitment, and in the 
setting up of TQC steering committees and planning and evaluation mech- 
anisms. This is of course fundamental (Mesure, 1991; Hill, 1991). 

At the second, the operational level, an organization will usually be 
advised to set in motion a number of changes that affect human resources 
as much as the marketing or production areas. Typically, six will be seen as 
essential: first, the start of more systematic analysis of both client and 
employee perception of the quality of goods and services produced in each 
unit of the organization (TQC seeks to generalize the “supplier-client” 
mentality in the firm, so this must apply to all employees, who are at once 
clients and suppliers to each other); second, both internal as well as 
external marketing of the virtues of product/service quality and their 
importance for the firm’s mission; third, planned and exhaustive quality 
training and indoctrination are important; TQC demands a “revolution” in 
concepts of responsibility for delays, defects, and breakdowns, in addition 
to new technical skills (statistical and analytic) — herihe links with JIT 
are apparent, as we shall soon see. 
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Carrying out these analyses constitutes the fourth element — tools 
must be refined, whether individual (checklists, new forms of use of 
statistical information, etc.) or collective (quality control circles, work 
teams, and committees), to raise the quality of information about dysfunc- 
tions, delays, and anomalies. Fifth, the organization will often be advised 
to redesign jobs so as to render workers more directly quality conscious — 
building new responsibilities into existing posts and/or redrawing their 
boundaries is a typical initiative (Flackman and Oldham, 1980). Finally, 
changes in human resource policies apart from training will also be signifi- 
cant. In particular, objective setting, performance appraisal, and reward 
systems may be reoriented so that motivation can be targeted and respon- 
sibility for quality embedded in job descriptions and paths of career devel- 
opment. Without this, many other procedural and technical changes can 
remain devoid of employee support and substance. 

Thus, a TQC program constitutes a real “configuration” of organiza- 
tional reforms, innovations, and realignments that touch a number of areas 
of employment relations organization. However, what is excluded from 
this definition is the essentially social and discursive dimension of TQC 
over and above its technical aspects. When comparing the diffusion of TQC 
in different national contexts, one is stmck by the way the managerial com- 
munity is “mobilized” by mechanisms of transmitting a specific socially 
constructed innovation message. The latter is articulated in specific linguis- 
tic, visual, and symbolic vehicles (Cole, 1989). This process should be 
included in a comprehensive depiction of the nature of TQC in its different 
national manifestations. 

1.2. Quality in France 

In France, “la qualite totale” (QT) first appeared between the years 
1985 and 1987 as a composite phenomenon; it needs to be understood, on 
one hand, as a managerial “fashion” with certain specificities and, on the 
other hand, also as a package of “rational” tools and techniques. In the 
early years of its diffusion, an amalgam of strategic quality management 
ideas with employee participation formed the specifics of the phenome- 
non itself What must be stressed, however, is that this only came about at 
ah because of the gradual historical emergence of a managerial orthodoxy 
concerning participative management and organizational cohesion which 
I sketched in Chapter 1. As we explained, the early 1980s saw the prolifera- 
tion of small group activities in French firms and this substantial activity 
was to culminate in a real explosion of interest in, and experimentation 
with, quality circles during the period 1983-1987(Chevalier, 1991). A veri- 
table “movement” was bom. 
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The detailed history of the French use of quality circles (CQs; cercles 
de qualite) cannot be recounted here. What remains important for us in the 
successes and disappointments of this “movement” is the way the CQ 
“fashion” led to an orthodoxy in management discourse. Its terms could 
be deciphered in the normative literature diffused by the “high priests” of 
the CQ in France — Gilbert Raveleau (1983) and Herve Serieyx (1982) — 
who were at the heart of the most active and successful pressure groups 
promoting CQ’s (AFCERQ and Eurequip). In managerial texts, confer- 
ences, seminars, and experiments, CQs were justified by a universalistic 
discourse on the links between economic performance in the firm and the 
use of employee’s knowledge and problem-solving potential. Five terms — 
rarely defined despite their contested nature — ^were invariably combined: 
participation ... mobilisation de I'intelligence ... responsibilite ... qualite 
... performance economique. 

The CQ mechanism itself was understood as a means of blending 
these essentials and of also cementing the classical organizational hier- 
archy by bridging it with a “parallel” one. Here, organizations were pre- 
sented as unitary “communities of interests” or “cultures” — even though, 
unlike American “organizational development” (OD) literature for the 
most part, unions were sometimes seen as having a legitimate place in 
the picture — integrated by the horizontal and vertical webs of circles and 
by the company strategies in which they were embedded. 

However, the French capacity to build upon and integrate CQs strategi- 
cally was put to the test as the 1980s progressed. As Chevalier (1991) has 
shown in her work, their use in many firms reached a critical plateau, and 
the “second wind” needed for their wider spread across the firm was 
often not forthcoming; the conditions of their diffusion were much more 
problematic than those of their start-up, and decline and failure were often 
the result in many companies. In others, however, CQs became integrated 
elements of a wider strategic orientation which was to become QT, “la 
qualite totale,” or TQM. 

There is no doubt that the international “excellence” phenomenon 
had an impact on French management discourse at this time — ^the thesis 
that the possession or fabrication of a “strong culture” embodied in a 
“mission” was a key to the social dimension of successful business strat- 
egy spread across Europe rapidly — ^but in France this naive universalism 
was to become modified by the popularization of the concept of the “pro- 
jet d’entreprise.” Large industrial firms followed each other in formulating 
their own particular “projet.” This was mirrored in the press and in 
publishing by a fascination with the “soul,” “culture,” and the mentality of 
the firm (Boyer & Equilbey, 1986; Etchegoyan, 1989; Thevenet, 1986) and 
by a revival of interest in business history. 

The “projet d’entreprise” can be understood along the lines of a 




The “Lean” Revolution in French Industry 



87 



corporate “mission,” an expression by top management of a putative 
coherence between its business and human resources strategies. But it was 
also considered the mechanism through which top management could 
articulate a number of values so as to regulate, control, and channel the 
initiatives (hopefully) liberated by procedures of employee participation 
already set in motion. Boyer and Equilbey (1986) make this very clear in 
their discussion of the concept. Based on an analysis of a number of 
“projets” carried out by the consultants Hay France, they define a “projet 
d’entreprise” as follows (1986, pp. 16-17): 

1. It is a formal statement laying out strategic company objectives 
and plans to attain them with explicit reference to the vital role 
played by individual and collective employee attitudes and actions. 
It proclaims the qualities and intentions of upper management — 
determination to succeed by means of a synergy of the talents of 
individual units, desire to obtain “la mobilisation de I’intel- 
ligence,” clarity over fundamental business priorities, and how 
developing key relationships is vital to their achievement. 

2. It is a “pact of participation,” a charter for commitment, seeking to 
generate enthusiasm, initiative, and responsibility on the part of 
all employees. 

3. It is a reflection of the company’s identity and culture, its message 
to outsiders, expressing its internal cohesion, its collective will. It 
is a statement of collective feelings and values to serve as a 
permanent reference for the company’s future development. 

In French discourses articulated around the notion of the “projet 
d’entreprise,” the assumed community of interests, to which I referred 
before, was sustained by the blanket concept of company culture which 
invites all to accept as “obvious” the existence of a set of common shared 
values, and also by a kind of studied ambiguity. Difference, mismatch, 
incoherence, inconsistency, contradiction, and tension among the different 
understandings of the following terms held by different populations of the 
workforce were, if not completely denied, then usually just assumed to be 
minimal and unimportant: 

Skills development: individual capacities or collective competencies? 

Authority, autonomy, and responsibility: employee or group definition 
or managerial definition? 

Identity and values: employee or union or company/corporate? 

Needs and interests: employee or union or business? 

Management definitions of such key terms usually became embedded 
in quality discourse because collective negotiation and debate about their 
real content were invariably lacking — for example, take the fundamental 
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concept of “responsibility” — ^was this a benefit or a burden in the eyes of 
different groups of employees, and why? Most of these ambiguities were 
passed on into emerging QT discourse, but the latter only took the form it 
did as a managerial message because of the bedrock of a participative 
management “ideology” that already existed in many firms. 

However, what of the process of QT message diffusion? Its elements 
and principal moments are analyzed in the following sections. 

1.2.1. The State’s Attempt to Influence the Diffusion of QT. Ever 
since the 1970s, the cost of nonquality for the competitiveness of French 
industry has been a preoccupation of government industrial policy. Yet it 
was only in the early 1980s that what was an essentially technical preoccu- 
pation (certification, state aid to testing institutions, etc.) became more 
managerial. The early 1980s saw two important events: on one hand, the 
publication of an Association franpaise de la qualite (AFQ) study for the 
Ministere de ITndustrie trying to estimate real costs of nonquality in 
different sectors, and on the other, the commissioning of the Bapt (1984) 
report whose conclusions were to highlight a real lack of awareness by 
French business leaders of the strategic importance of quality. 

Throughout the 1980s, there were three major governmental preoccu- 
pations: first, the primacy of total quality control for international competi- 
tiveness (stressed by the Fabius, Bahadur, and Rocard administrations); 
second, the need to hammer home this message within state organizations 
themselves for more efficient public service and administration; and third, 
the enormous importance of better relations between the state and indus- 
try. Public policy was directed at two priorities — on one hand, improving 
quality through better management of all state-controlled concerns and on 
the other, raising the quality standards of private companies by sensitiza- 
tion, publicity, and exhortation. 

(a) QT Within the State. Under the leadership of Edouard Bahadur, 
a series of measures were taken from 1985 onward to place total quality 
high on the state’s agenda for internal reform or “modernization.” A 
steering stmcture of commissions was set up and within it an inter- 
ministerial council, on one hand, to promote quality and the use of quality 
control circles in French companies and, on the other, to bring QT into the 
public sector. Such initiatives were mirrored at the local level, albeit un- 
evenly from region to region and local departement to departement. The 
more “progressive” authorities rapidly took measures such as initiating 
TQC training for Sous-Prefets, and between 1986 and 1989, quality control 
programs appeared in local administrations and town halls, such as Mont- 
pellier, Lyon, Sceaux, and Angers (Polo, 1987; Azencott, 1993). State initia- 
tives were heavily modeled on the quality policies and perspectives of one 
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particular organization, AFCERQ, and its own head Gilbert Raveleau. The 
huge challenge of reforming both public administration and public ser- 
vices was later taken up with verve by the Socialist government of Michel 
Rocard. Fie published two major calls to arms in 1989 and both subsequent 
Socialist prime ministers, Edith Cresson and Pierre Beregovoy, took action. 
The initiatives set up took three forms (Azencott, 1993): 

1. Galvanizing public services around the simple formula “the user 
is sovereign” and setting out a series of new steps to improve the 
relations between customer and worker in a “Charte des services 
publics” (in March 1992); 

2. Developing inside each administration and public service a more 
participative management style and a more sophisticated plan- 
ning and management of human resources. Such initiatives were 
soon backed up by extensive retraining programs — 1,847,000 civil 
servants trained each year (Azencott, 1993) — and, since June 1992, 
the ambitious attempt to develop “management by objectives” 
with more “individualized” performance indicators and a greater 
range of career paths (Orgogozo, 1987,1989); 

3 . “Inviting” all nationalized companies to find various ways of im- 
plementing TQC techniques. Electricite et Gaz de France (EDF/ 
GDF), for example, built TQC into its modernization and partici- 
pative management projects from 1987 onward. 

Looking back now and bearing in mind the considerable problems of 
bureaucracy and inflexibility in the French public sector, these steps seem 
at once “bitty,” overcentralized, and quite unrealistic. The sector was — 
and still is today — largely dominated by rigid job grading systems, poor 
performance management, entrance and promotion through formal writ- 
ten examinations, and complete job security for the fully qualified state 
employee, the “fonctionnaire” (Lesoume, 1998). Furthermore, this state of 
affairs has been consistently defended with ardor and considerable suc- 
cess by numerically strong unions. All of this presented formidable inertia 
that resisted radical attempts (such as those implicit in QT) to tackle work 
motivation and raise “client satisfaction” through reformed work designs, 
reward stmctures, and appraisals. 

(b) Industrial Policy, the Private Sector, and TQC. French industrial 
policy of the 1980s was gradually moving away from a concern with direct 
intervention in the economy and with the health of the largest industrial 
groups toward the creation of a favorable environment for the growth of 
firms of all sizes (Hall, 1986). Preoccupation with levels of managerial 
expertise in smaller firms was increasingly voiced and improving the 
quality of goods and services was, not unnaturally, an allied concern. 
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Direct state intervention was largely devoted to the manufacturing 
industry and was coordinated by a subdepartment of the Ministeres de 
rindustrie et du Commerce Exterieure. After 1984, this effort had three 
dimensions (Graindorge and Saint Raymond, 1992): 

1. Promoting and disseminating information about quality, partic- 
ularly in cooperation with local Chambers of Commerce and 
quality associations. 

2. Providing financial help with quality consultancy for small firms 
via the FRAC (Fonds regionaux d’aide au conseil), managed 
jointly with the regional administrations (up to 50% of fees). Ac- 
cording to some commentators (Delauzan, 1986), such policies con- 
tributed strongly to the emergence of a new breed of management- 
oriented (and not purely technical) quality consultants in France. 

3 . Financing (since 1988) the project “Partenaires pour I’Europe” to 
galvanize quality concern in firms in view of the opening of the 
1992 market; 300 initiatives were supported with 300 million 
francs (50 million U.S. dollars). 

State support for quality associations, finally, existed since the mid 
1980s but until 1991 this was somewhat piecemeal. In that year, the Minis- 
tere de I’industrie stepped into the growing number of associations and — 
profiting from their financial weaknesses and lack of unity — ^proposed a 
unification. The thiit of this was the “Mouvement franqais pour le qualite” 
(MFQ) which is now a strong, expert, and representative body with 6,000 
members (individual firms), 20 regional “satellites,” and two institutes of 
research and development. Its formation and activities are discussed in the 
next section. 

1.2.2. Intercompany Diffusion of QT. Apart from the state’s role, 
attention needs to be focused on the channels among companies through 
which “quality knowledge” was transmitted. These channels are the con- 
duits of “best TQC practice,” the highways of the national map of TQC 
knowledge sharing in France. Four such channels were, and remain, im- 
portant: first, national networks of associations; second, the media (in 
various forms); third, the market in TQC advice, consultancy, and training 
mentioned at the end of the previous section; and, finally, the vital net- 
works of customer-supplier companies developed in the normal course of 
economic transactions. 

French quality associations can be divided into two types: on one 
hand, those whose mission is concerned specifically with quality measure- 
ment, maintenance, and development and, on the other, those that group 
together like-minded businesses. Of the former, the earlier mentioned 
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mainly technical organisms such as AFCIQ/AFQ, AFAV, and AFG have 
never succeeded in sending a managerial message to a wide audience. 
AFCERQ, however, did just that. At one point in the 1980s, this association 
boasted of 25,000 members (Bernier, 1986) and attained national renown as 
the source of quality control expertise in France. AFCERQ, headed by 
Gilbert Raveleau, in fact always saw its mission as the promotion of a 
broad managerial philosophy — a “participative” one within which TQC 
was one element (Raveleau, 1983). Between 1985 and 1989, it played a key 
role in the spread of ideas on TQC in France (Chevalier, 1991). Prime 
Minister Edouard Bahadur explicitly sought advice from the group, fur- 
ther legitimizing its policy and practice on a national level. Crucially 
important also was the rationalization of certification in France that culmi- 
nated in the creation in 1988 of one organism, the Association franpaise 
pour I’assurance qualite (AFAQ), that has overall responsibility for man- 
aging the assessment of companies’ conformity to international norms 
like the International Standards Organization’s ISO 9000. 

Employers’ organizations also played a vital role in spreading the 
new quality message — thCNPF, the CGPME, and the CJD in particular. 
Significantly, these groups, along with AFCERQ and those of the first 
group already mentioned, signed a “declaration of common policy” in 
1984 that was designed to recognize their common focus on raising com- 
petitiveness by quality. 

But despite this initiative and the existence of much enthusiasm, signs 
of doubt were appearing late in the decade. On one hand, the dynamic of 
quality circles seemed to be running out of steam as some firms failed to 
find ways to support them or to integrate them effectively into business 
policy and organizational operations — a problem clearly outlined in re- 
search by Chevalier (1991) and (for the UK) by Hill (1991) — ancbn the 
other, AFCERQ, their most active agency of promotion for the preceding 
decade, went bankrupt in 1989. Altogether this gave the impression — as 
we shall see later, statistics show that it was in fact a false impression — of 
the outright failure of CQs to take hold in French firms. 

However, the new decade brought with it a unification of AFCIQ/ 
AFQ with the confederation of the 21 AFCERQ regional offices and this 
was followed throug h — as already mentioned — by the state’s assistance 
in forming one main central quality promoter, the “Mouvement franqais 
pour la qualite” (MFQ). This concentration of the institutional diffusion 
of TQC in one main national organism had been considered necessary for 
some time, both by actors within the state and within smaller associations, 
because of the increasing dangers of confusion and effort wastage by 
duplication of similar techniques and methods (Germain, 1991). The MFQ 
has been led from its inception by Jean-Rene Fourtou, the CEO of Rhone- 
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Poulenc, and it has shown considerable dynamism as a promoter of qual- 
ity management; it publishes “Qualite en mouvement” (circulation ap- 
proximately 40,000) and a monthly news letter, mns a documentation 
service, Videotheque and Minitel-Intemet service, and acts both as a qual- 
ity trainer itself (through its national center in Nanterre) and an analyst of 
national trends in quality education and practice (via an “observatoire”)- 
It runs institutes for research and development and is, naturally, at the hub 
of a network of other groups. 

As far as the media take-up of TQC was concerned, this began in the 
mid-1980s along with the realization that the service sector was also a 
fertile terrain for ideas that had hitherto really been confined to industry. A 
clear acceleration of the rate of appearance of articles in the business press 
began at that period. These articles were numerous and invariably had a 
particular form: the story of a case, the tools acquired, the view of workers 
or clients, the business tum-around, etc. This served to “normalize” a 
prototypical TQC “discourse” around ideas of “responsibilite,” “partici- 
pation,” and “intelligence,” as mentioned earlier (Midler, 1986). 

In addition, the labels, metaphors, and images thus developed found 
public expression in open and sometimes lavish rituals of celebration and 
debate: quality competitions with prizes mounted by press groups and 
associations, on one hand (Grauvogel, 1989) and colloquia organized by 
groups already mentioned, on the other. A management movement and 
’’fashion” was thus sustained. But as I have already stressed, in the late 
decade in France this quality discourse was aided by the already substan- 
tial momentum of the “rediscovery of the company” or “search for a new 
model of the firm,” and it built — quite naturally — on the foundations that 
were already laid by the enormous interest in different forms of participa- 
tive management (Stora & Montaigne, 1987; Laboucheix, 1990). 

Consulting activity in the area of TQC grew accordingly. Interviews 
with leading French firms suggest three groupings and perspectives on 
TQC. First, there were the top general management consultants in France, 
for whom TQC was essentially an important product diversification (Eure- 
quip, Cegos, Bossard, IDRH); second, there were the traditional technical 
consultants (Veritas and Socotec, for example) who saw TQC as a way of 
breaking out of their “technician” role and into broader management 
consulting; and finally, there were the global TQC specialists (Crosby 
Associates France, for example) who saw the extension of TQC ideas 
into the service sector as a boon to business expansion. The supply of 
consulting in the area of TQC thus became plentiful in France, and there is 
no doubt that it was strongly supported by the experience of the highly 
successful marketing of quality control circles in the mid-decade that we 
mentioned earlier. 
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As Chevalier has pointed out, the QC in particular “sold” so well 
because of its properties as a discrete and simple set of managerial tools, 
a “package,” that could be relatively straightforwardly grafted onto exist- 
ing organizational hierarchies and structures without dramatically mod- 
ifying them, not just because in economic terms it responded to a need for 
competitiveness in quality or because of the capacities of the consultants in 
the field (Chevalier, 1991; Raveleau, 1983). This national success story (at 
one point, numbers in France were put as high as 25,000 to 30,000), 
however short-lived, undoubtedly further prepared the ground for selling 
TQC techniques in addition to the political and industrial policy initiatives 
discussed before. The exposure of both managers and employees to QCs 
and QC discourse had the effect of legitimizing and “normalizing” a new 
kind of quality concern and new forms of cooperation. 

However, perhaps the most important mechanism for diffusing TQM 
was a complex mix of market mechanisms and imitation, the pressure of 
customers on supplier firms to achieve specifically stated quality and price 
objectives, and the sectorial effect of benchmarking and of imitating “best 
practices.” From the early 1980s onward, the dominant producers in each 
industrial sector (the “donneurs d’ordres”) began to formulate demands 
that their suppliers’ goods and services conform with more stringent 
quality and cost standards. Their productivity, quality levels, and price — 
and soon their internal management — all came under the microscope as 
the industrial leaders sought cost reductions in purchasing as well as in 
their own production processes (Gaudard, 1992). The search for more 
simplified, controlled, and risk-free purchasing and stock management 
led to a radical reduction in the numbers of suppliers working with the 
biggest industrial firms during the 1980s, as revealed in Table 3.1. 

Selected suppliers found themselves subject to more and more diffi- 



Table 3.1. 

The Evolution in Numbers of Suppliers 
to Selected Top Industry Leaders in France 





1980 


1991 


Peugeot, PSA 


2500 


960 


Renault 


1800 


1000 


Valeo 


4750 


3600 


Xerox 


3000 


600 


Facom 


800 


350 


Aerospatiale (aircraft division) 


450 


100 



Source: L'Usine Nouvelle, April 9, 1992.. 
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cult demands as quality rigor was “passed down the line.” ISO and AFAQ 
certification was one of the most frequently demanded conditions of ac- 
ceptability, although some companies, such as Renault and Aerospatiale, 
established quality norms more stringent in many respects than the latter. 

The data on the growth of certification in France since 1988 reveal the 
overall tendency within which the demands of the industrial “giants” can 
be situated. The AFAQ statistics of November 1996 in Figure 3.1 show the 
exponential growth in certification success; this constitutes a reasonable 
indicator of the extent of diffusion of many of the elements of TQM in 
France in recent years. What they suggest is that TQM spread and became 
“normalized” within industry, far from constituting a “fad” that started 
with quality circles and then faded as those mechanisms failed. This 
interpretation of the situation in France corresponds with that of Wilkin- 
son, Redman, Snape, and Marchington (1998, pp. 186-188)on the evolution 
of TQM use in the United Kingdom. 

These quality assurance relationships between producer /customers 
and suppliers, constituted in sector networks, very often overlapped with 
others that were based on computerized data transmission for pro- 
grammed and controlled “just-in-time” delivery of components. Why? 
The reason is clear: the new industrial logic of continuous process and prod- 
uct improvement — considered at the beginning of the chapter — demanded 
logistics and operations redesigns. Increasing product and process quality 
suggested the need for radical reappraisals of purchasing practices, sup- 
plier relationships, and internal work designs and fiows, so as to minimize 
losses in time, space, effort, and materials. In the pursuit of cost-saving 




90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 

Figure 31. Cumulative figures for ISO certification in France (source: AFAQ, 1996). 
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internal stock reductions and rationalizations of product flows, the indus- 
try leaders demanded more frequent supplier deliveries and absolutely 
scrupulous respect for deadlines and component quality levels. Those 
companies heavily dependent on their contracts with such large industrial 
firms became enmeshed in a more complex type of web of operational 
constraints (Verdevoye * Coue, 1993; Galinier, 1993) — the web of “just-in- 
time,” first refined by Toyota in Japan. The principles of this system are 
described in the next section. 



2. “JUST-IN-TIME”WITHIN LEAN PRODUCTION 

Like TQM, “just-in-time”(JIT) is a set of practices whose overall exten- 
sion is difficult to define with precision; it has to be seen as an “organiza- 
tional technology” whose managerial and social role in a given industrial 
firm depends on the scale of its introduction and how it is embedded in 
existing processes there. Unlike TQM, JIT per se has never been marketed 
as a discrete package of widely applicable workplace reforms — its central 
thrust remains the streamlining of operations and inventory management. 
Nonetheless, a number of techniques and practices are central to actual 
JIT use, and these cover a number of areas of management: 

1. Streamlining or smoothing of process flows by rearranging the 
physical lay out of production; 

2. Reducing work set-up times to reduce batch sizes; 

3. Reducing inventory/buffer stock levels to render process and 
quality defects more visible and to save space; 

4. The “Kanban” — a simple information system operated by em- 
ployees triggering the movements of materials from one opera- 
tion to another in a precise order as and when needed; 

5. Quality improvement techniques such as “statistical process 
control,” and work team quality management and maintenance; 

6. Simplification of products to ease material flows, processes, and 
work preparation; 

7. Flexibility and multiskilling of the workforce to match produc- 
tion levels to order demand at all times; 

8. Autonomous teams with wide responsibilities working in pro- 
duction cells; 

9. Creating and sustaining a “learning culture” throughout the 
workforce; and 

10. Rigorous supplier cooperation and/or control; the right quality 
and quantities of supplies to be provided at precise times and 
places. 




96 



Chapter 3 



As can be seen, there is a clear overlap with the quality improvement 
concerns of TQM. The precise combination of these ten JIT processes and 
techniques will vary from one industry, organization, and technical pro- 
duction process to another. So will many aspects of “embedding” them 
and their subsequent social impacts. Because of this, rapid or blanket 
generalizations about the use and effects of JIT, as we shall see, are fraught 
with danger. 

2.1. Diffusion of JIT in France 

Detailed evidence about the “selling,” diffusion, and take-up of JIT 
in different degrees by French firms is scarce, compared with that for 
TQM, but we do have some solid recent evidence regarding its general 
implementation across industry. In the first place, there are the overall 
industry indicators published by the French national statistical office (IN- 
SEE) that register the movements of stock levels over time in industrial 
firms. In comparing these indicators across the period 1989-1995, INSEE 
gives a clear signal of the across-the-board diminution in stock levels in 
French industrial firms since early in the decade. Thus, in the Notes de 
conjoncture for March 1995, INSEE notes that the “destockage”of the pre- 
vious year 

n. . faisait suite a plusieurs annees de limitation de 1’ accumulation des 
stocks au sein des entreprises (contraintes de tresorerie, adaptation aux 
methodes de production aux flux tendus . . .) ... followed several years of 
reduction in stock accumulation in firms (financial constraints, adaptation 
to just-in-time production methods . . .). (p. 74) 

Second, there is the particularly important evidence of the survey 
“Reponse” conducted for the DARES (Ministere du travail) and INSEE in 
a comprehensive representative sample of 3000 plants (in all sectors) 
during 1993. Here, companies were questioned on the presence of innova- 
tive practices — withoutjt should be noted, being asked to clarify their 
degree of development or “maturity.” In Table 3.2, we can see the strong 
position of JIT in the results obtained. 

Although the breakdown of sectors in this table is crude, we can see 
that the 45-50% figures for configurations of JIT and quality management, 
added to the fairly high investment in autonomous and cross-functional 
teams (around 20% for the former and 50% for the latter), plus a diminu- 
tion in hierarchical levels, represent strong evidence for a substantial 
spread of the major elements of “lean production” in “Energy and mate- 
rials” and “Machinery and equipment.” “Consumer goods” that has the 
highest proportion of JIT firms is also noteworthy. Strong across-the-board 
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use of quality circles indicated in the table also contradicts the popular 
wisdom in France that they died out in firms — as the management “fad” 
passed — after “peaking” at the end of the 1980s. 

2.2. JIT and Personnel Praetiees in Freneh Indnstrial Firms 

Existing critical studies of the organizational and personnel implica- 
tions of JIT in a number of countries (principally Britain, France, and the 
United States) tend to stress a number of job design, cultural, and human 
resource problems facing its implementation. It is as well to stress all of 
these dimensions to make clear the complexities of the types of organiza- 
tional change that it is argued, JIT can “demand.” Several dominant points 
recur in these analyses (Sayer, 1986; Klein, 1989; Oliver, 1991; Dawson & 
Webb, 1989; Zipkin, 1991; Charpentier, 1988, 1991; Sewell & Wilkinson, 
1992), that can be summarized as follows: 

1. The rationalization and simplification of production flows de- 
manded by JIT increase the visibility of defective work and thus 
the need for greater worker vigilance and responsibility. Peer 
control of work quality, such as required by TQM, is a corollary of 
this (see 4). 

2. Buffer stock and inventory reductions reduce slack time and thus 
workers’ pauses and their control over the pacing of work. The 
elements of the production system become more “tightly cou- 
pled” in time, space, and levels of performance. This entails an 
increase in work intensity. 

3. Workers are themselves given some responsibility for finding the 
optimum standardized task performance — of internalizing in- 
dustrial engineering techniques. In taking up this responsibility, 
they in fact “Taylorize” their own jobs. 

ao Grouping tasks and technologies in “cells” or autonomous units 
to facilitate better materials flow and flexibility in manning entails 
job enlargement and multiskilling. This usually involves the ne- 
gotiation or imposition of new job designs and the movement 
toward team operations in the workshop. Peer-group worker 
assessment is instituted. 

5. The rationalization of labor use entails job rotation between teams 
to eliminate any “idle time” caused by lower demand and the 
policy of diminished stock accumulation. This also intensifies work. 

6. Eliminating some supervisory and middle management roles and 
using teams produces a flattened organizational stmcture and 
new patterns of communication. 
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Now, although there is some empirical evidence internationally for 
the existence of these phenomena, in many cases the conclusions are 
simply “deduced” from u pututive logic of JIT without research analysis or 
on the basis of one or two cases — particularlyis far as 2, 3, and 4. are 
concerned. Thus, some commentators have talked of the spread of a “JIT 
regime” (Sewell and Wilkinson, 1992) in which a particularly draconian 
combination of control and surveillance mechanisms has swept across 
industry. According to this argument, “empowerment” is granted to em- 
ployees with one gesture but considerable work intensification is the price. 
This type of broad generalization needs to be avoided, however, as I have 
explained at length elsewhere (Jenkins, 1994a). It is unclear on two points: 

1 . On one hand, JIT is an affair of degrees. It can be implemented in 
stages — firms need not try to transform themselves after the ideal 
image of Toyota, and in practice they do not. Clearly, in many 
cases such an approach would be so ill-adapted to the contingen- 
cies of the firm and business and so fraught with technical and 
social risks, as to be absurd, as French studies have stressed 
(Lapperousaz, 1990; Charpentier, 1988,1991). 

2. Secondly, charges that JIT intensifies work are radically ambiguous 
because of variations in the subjective meaning and the measure- 
ment of “work intensity.” Important issues about the relationship 
between employee autonomy, work load, collective responsibility, 
and organizational commitment — and thus the real meaning of 
empowerment — remain to be analyzed before judgment can be 
passed on the impact of JIT on the quality of working life in 
specific plants and organizations. 

Furthermore, the managerial attempt to generate norms of “contin- 
uous improvement” (the “learning culture” mentioned above in point 9 
and required by TQM, as we have seen) is often complex and touches on 
a number of psychological and social conditions in the workplace. It 
depends, among other things, on the kind of “psychological contract” that 
has been built up in the firm among worker cells or teams, their leaders 
and managers, and on the way rewards and working conditions are per- 
ceived by employees in the new team environment (Rousseau, 1995). 

The first point, (1), is stressed by commentators like Zipkin (1991), 
Brun (1990), Charpentier (1988,1991) and others. Zipkin contrasts a prag- 
matic approach to implementation of JIT with a more zealous “revolution- 
ary” view. Consultants and academics are blamed for the damage to 
organizations caused by adopting the latter approach to change. Take a 
key element of JIT, inventory/stock reductions. Zipkin points out that “for 
revolutionaries cutting inventory is a prompt to reform, not the result of 
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reform” whereas the pragmatic approach “lowers inventories/stock bit by 
bit following a gradual reduction of set-up times, all the while keeping 
holding costs, risks of shortages and production work load in balance.” 
Thus stock reduction is not an end in itself nor necessarily always the 
starting point of a JIT program. According to Zipkin, believing otherwise 
(as do the “revolutionaries” like Schonberger) promotes a dangerously 
utopian oversimplification that has proved disastrous for many firms by 
producing unnecessary and harmful restructuring. 

Support for the pragmatic approach also comes from French ob- 
servers such as Lapperousaz (1990) and Charpentier (1988, 1991). The 
former refers to examples such as Peugeot’s French plants and points out 
that smoothing production flow can be achieved by using a simple kanban 
system and that this of itself can substantially reduce inventories. Yet, it is 
a first phase that need not necessarily be accompanied by the other prac- 
tices mentioned before. Management in this respect can be pragmatic or 
radical; JIT can be limited (for example, to the spatiotemporal reorganiza- 
tion of work stations and production flow in one workshop) or extensive (as 
in its use, Toyota-fashion, in some plants in the U.S. automobile industry 
(Fucini & Fucini, 1991). 

Whatever the extent of its use, how can we fully understand the actual 
“embedding” of JIT in any given firm? How did this occur in French firms? 
It is important to have a relatively clear picture of how JIT (and other 
innovations) becomes related to configurations of HR practices (perfor- 
mance appraisal, training, remuneration, etc.) and to changes in hierarchi- 
cal responsibilities because these relate crucially to the systems of control — 
in particular the ideological and the bureaucratic — important in any orga- 
nization (Mintzberg, 1983). To illuminate this on a general level for French 
companies, at this point we can bring back in the comprehensive study by 
the Ministere du travail (DARES)/INSEE mentioned earlier (Coutrot, 
1995). As well as giving reliable data about the take-up of innovations, the 
data also provide correlations among the use by organizations of five 
broad innovations (JIT, quality circles, ISO certification, flattened hier- 
archy, and cross-functional teams) and the following structural and HR 
variables: 

• Rate of growth and job creation 

• Rate of personnel turnover 

• Personnel substitution (inflow and outflow) 

• Training investment levels 

• Job rotation 

• Hierarchical control by performance management 

To begin with, it is interesting to note that French firms that use JIT 
do not achieve an above average growth rate, nor is this the case for those 
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that use quality circles or have ISO certification. Personnel turnover how- 
ever is very much higher in JIT firms than in those qualified by ISO (a rate of 
45% compared with 25%), suggesting perhaps higher work stress in the 
former or perhaps greater efforts to retain motivated personnel who will 
learn during a relatively long period in the latter. Furthermore, training 
investments are clearly higher in the latter than in the former (JIT only) 
firms. Functional flexibility/job rotation is at its highest in firms certified 
by ISO, those using JIT, and in those combining three or more of the 
innovations in their internal operations. 

When we come to workplace control, we find a direct echo of the 
research findings on working conditions evoked at the end of the last 
chapter — employee autonomy increases (at least according to certain mea- 
sures) but with this the constraints over the performance of work itself 
change in nature and, sometimes, in intensity. Greater responsibility is 
pushed down the hierarchy but with it the specification and surveillance 
of a number of parameters of work performance increase — a mix of con- 
trol through socialization into an “ideology” of employee responsibility 
where peer, hierarchical, and technical performance control is often in 
evidence. What is important to recognize is that — as we would expect — 
the nature of the mix varies from firm to firm and depends on normative 
(or “cultural”) and stmctural factors in the organization and that HR 
practices play an extremely important role in both elements of the mix; 
they define aspects of employee selection and socialization and also of 
performance appraisal and evaluation procedures. 

In what follows, I will outline aspects of both the management and the 
shop-floor experience of work in “lean production” firms in different 
industrial sectors in France. This illustrates the variations in mix of HR 
policies and in the embedding of both TQM and JIT. It also highlights the 
necessity of realism in considering the real extent of the changes that lean 
production has brought about. 



3. MANAGEMENT AND WORK UNDER “LEAN PRODUCTION” 
3.1. Work Intensity 

Despite my points earlier about over-hasty generalizations about JIT, 
there is growing evidence from France that its use in certain sectors has led 
some organizations to implement a work system that places relatively 
extreme demands on employees. The automotive industry, one such exam- 
ple, is very interesting because of its high degree of simultaneous develop- 
ment of JIT and TQM. Since the mid-1970s, as I stressed in previous 
chapters, this industry in France has been relatively innovative in the sense 
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that it has often been in the forefront of organizational experimentation. 
Up to the 1980s, for example, automotive firms adopted job enrichment, 
job rotation, and autonomous work groups early, all experiments that were 
associated with the French version of the international “movement” of 
the 1970s directed toward improving the “quality of working life” and 
modifying the motivational impact of Taylorism. These changes served an 
important purpose in preparing the ground for later ones which were to 
come in the late 1980s and early 1990s and which were in fact stmcturally 
similar [e.g., job redesign and work teams feature, albeit in a rather differ- 
ent way, in these two “waves of innovation” (Jenkins, 1994b; Freyssenet, 
1995)]. 

The structure of the “field” of automotive companies has played an 
important role in conditioning the diffusion of innovations. This was to 
become particularly important for both TQM and JIT process manage- 
ment. In the France of the 1970s and 1980s, the relations between firms in 
the automobile industry was highly structured both by the central market 
dominance of Renault, Peugeot, and Citroen and also by fierce horizontal 
competition between their suppliers and subcontractors. This was to make 
construction of a JIT network — ^based as it is “ideally” (as in Japan in 
certain sectors) on mutual confidence and research synergies between 
supplier and automobile constmctor — very difficult early on. Developing 
such a network became a painful process of restructuring and reevaluation 
that is still underway today. 

Industrial relations specificities in the sector are also significant. Long 
regarded in many countries as a bastion of Fordism, the automotive sector 
in France is no exception, and in the area of management-laborrelations, 
until recently, this has meant the existence of a comparatively high union 
density and a pattern of adversarial relations between the major unions 
and managements. This was particularly the case with regard to the top 
three constructors, Renault, Peugeot, and Citroen, but this profile changes 
as we move down to supplier and contractor firms of smaller size in the 
sector. 

Since the beginning of the decade, the development of more stable 
networks of contractors/suppliers to the big producers (linked by JIT and 
quality agreements more sophisticated than in many other sectors) has 
gradually emerged — ^because of the massive rationalizations of the sup- 
ply chain by the latter — and with it the constitution of a number of “green- 
field” subcontractor plants close to the operations of Peugeot and Renault 
often working with them “en synchrone” (synchronically). The HR and 
work systems of a number of these new establishments were recently 
examined in some detail by the Centre d’etudes de I’emploi (CEE); the 
conclusions are illuminating (Gorgeu & Mathieu, 1995). 
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Here we find a group of plants where continual experimentation and 
improvement in work organization and methods are coupled with TQM 
and JIT systems. The hierarchies are flat (three or four levels only), and 
substantial multiskilling in production work is a norm. Employees are 
predominantly young and are recmited mainly from within high unem- 
ployment areas by a lengthy and demanding process that insists on techni- 
cal and behavioral qualities seldom demanded in “traditional” industrial 
production. Those who form the small core of semipermanent production 
employees (performing “strategic,” quality-dependent work) are sup- 
ported by substantial numbers on temporary and short-term contracts. 
(The numbers of the latter have increased substantially since 1991 with the 
deepening recession). The career perspectives of the former are limited 
and, despite performance and competence-based “individualized” pay 
systems in many cases, their remuneration levels are really relatively poor, 
not much above the national minimum wage (the SMIC). 

Working conditions in the plants are dominated by the demands of 
time, productivity, and quality control — ^passed on, of course, by Renault, 
Peugeot, and Citroen — and of considerable intensity. This produces an 
employment “deal” of some severity for these workers because the con- 
straints of such working conditions seem poorly balanced by the reward 
and promotion possibilities that these Arms are prepared to offer. Further- 
more, union avoidance — or perhaps union emasculation — seem to be 
current in these particular green-fleld plants, and this (helped no doubt a 
little by the youth of the core of permanent workers) renders stable negoti- 
ated improvements all the more problematic (ibid, p. 115). An explosive 
social climate developing as a result cannot be mled out, and a number of 
French commentators are already detecting this in some of the green-field 
plants in Alsace (Collomp, 1995). 

This was precisely what occurred in a plant in another business (Alu- 
minium Dunkerque, a subsidiary of Pechiney) which had set up a similar 
“high-performance work system” but failed to compensate its young 
employees adequately for harsh working conditions and to provide ac- 
ceptable promotion possibilities. The result was an unexpected but very 
costly two-week strike, only 18-20months after the opening of the “state- 
of-the-art” production facility (Labbe, 1995). 

Despite this example, however, generalizations about the social impli- 
cations of lean production in French industry based on data from the 
automotive group, and in particular the “green-field” high-performance 
plants, would be rash, especially regarding the employment deal offered 
to core employees. In other sectors — and even within different plants of 
the automobile constructors themselves — that deal is modified by organi- 
zational, HR, and industrial relations differences and is often less severe. 
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It would be unwise — and teleological — to suggest that other sectors can 
see a clear image of their own unfolding future in the employment rela- 
tions of the automotive suppliers. 

This is reinforced by other evidence of embedding JIT and TQM down 
at the level of the workshop. The way that new work constraints due to 
these two systems are experienced by employees is strongly conditioned by 
the way new working norms for quality and delays (e.g., those related to 
stringent quality certification in ISO 9000) are collectively negotiated and 
developed. As Blain (1994) and Campinos-Dubemet and Marquette (1998) 
have shown in their work on chemical and aluminum processing plants, 
when this is a participative, negotiated process, the likelihood of devel- 
oped employee understanding and shop floor “ownership” of the changes 
emerging is increased very substantially. The potential for different and 
conflicting interpretations of new working norms and responsibilities 
among first-line managers, engineers, and operators is diminished when 
mechanisms for knowledge sharing, consultation, and negotiation among 
these groups are actively developed and maintained during the develop- 
ment of TQM. These studies show the important influence of existing 
cultures and control systems in firms setting up TQM and support the 
view that when top-down planning is skillfully complemented by bottom- 
up communication and negotiation, working conditions need not auto- 
matically deteriorate. Other important work on French “high-performance” 
plants (often called “organisations qualifiantes”) confirms this view — in 
France a solid management-union negotiated basis is important for a 
work system that demands continued skill development and adaptability 
from its employees (Amadieu & Cadin, 1996; Boumois, 1996). 

3.2. Lean Production and the Management of Uncertainty 

The crucial nature of the negotiated management of uncertainties 
under lean production is further reinforced by the detailed empirical 
observations of Neuville (1998) of day-to-day work in the French auto- 
mobile industry. His acute commentary on the deviation of “the real from 
the prescribed” makes crucial points about the way the system actually 
functions on a day-to-day basis in certain firms — ^principally the major 
constructors — in that sector. 

First, he points out that despite the rhetoric of the TQM and JIT 
consultants and gurus, uncertainties dominate everyday lean production 
activities: the “ultimate solution” to quality and method uncertainty in 
the Toyota system (theoretically available to each and every worker) — 
namely, stopping the production line totally — is refused in practice. It is 
seen by manufacturing managers as giving in to chaos and risking the 
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most vital objective of all, getting products finished and off the line. 
Consequently, immense reserves of skill and negotiation are mobilized at 
all levels to avoid stoppages. Second, despite the rhetoric of systematic 
stock suppression and elimination — ^which is in fact an artificial suppres- 
sion because in lean production, stocks are either with the supplier, wait- 
ing to be shipped, or in transit — observation reveals two tactics commonly 
used to avoid stoppages when stock problems arise: pressure on and 
negotiation with suppliers to remedy a component shortage and recourse 
to stock substitutions and alternatives. Both tactics demand time, skill, and 
“do-it-yourself’ pragmatism from both employees and managers — ^the 
fruit of long work experience and the evolution of crucial tacit on-the-job 
competencies. There is no magical managerial solution for developing 
them. 

Third, despite the TQM and quality certification literature’s prescrip- 
tions, the quality level of components is actually only rarely “optimal.” 
Acceptance or rejection of a component from a supplier is a subjective, 
relative decision made in considerably variable situations and thus open to 
negotiation and arbitration — in a system where very tight “coupling” of 
production elements in space and time and high economic stakes are 
constant, this negotiation over quality provides important flexibility for 
the actors subject to its demands. Fourth, and this is clear from the pre- 
vious three points, lean production entails important (but often ignored) 
hidden costs associated with the recurring human difficulties of uncer- 
tainty management — costs of communication and of coordination in par- 
ticular, because the effectiveness of informal negotiation and mutual adap- 
tation depend on the constmction of reliable structures and working 
norms. 



CONCLUSION 

Lean production certainly brought a number of changes in manag- 
erial practices to France — changes actively promoted by the state and a va- 
riety of other agencies concerned with improved economic performance — 
but there is no really conclusive evidence that lean production has ushered 
in a new “regime of employee subordination.” There is evidence from 
some sectors — ^the automobile suppliers and also in transport, as we shall 
soon suggest — ^that it has generated working conditions of great severity 
however. In companies in those sectors, an overall work intensification has 
resulted from two factors: first, the way that TQM and JIT have been 
implemented and second, sector conditions of competition and of dia- 
logue and negotiation between workers and managers. Although they 
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may well be approximated, these conditions are unlikely to be reproduced 
exactly elsewhere because they depend on product market, business, HR, 
and industrial relations contingencies of some significance. 

Nonetheless, the overall message that recent economywide data re- 
veal about general tendencies in industrial work is one of an increased 
intensification of time and work standard constraints on the individual em- 
ployee since the mid-1980s (Gollac & Volkoff, 1996). Lean production’s 
demands for better quality, process rationalization, and rapid satisfaction 
of both internal and external customer’s needs have been passed right 
down the hierarchy of the firm, and new employee constraints and auton- 
omies have thus been generated. Individual and collective performance 
standards in relation to these demands have become more formalized and 
made conditions of continued employment clearer (a point that will be 
elaborated in the next chapter). This may not add up to a new generalized 
industrial “regime” in France but there is clearly evidence here of the start 
of a major shift in the temporal and normative structures of industrial 
work. 

When we add to this picture the reality of industrial restructuring and 
successive “downsizings” throughout the 1990s — to be described in a sub- 
sequent chapter — it seems clear that lean production was spreading its 
new constraints at the same time as the employment security of many 
workers was diminishing. In the light of this, it seems quite legitimate to 
say that “the balance sheet for industrial work in France in the decade” 
so far — insofar as one can be drawn up — must include an alarming ten- 
dency toward increased work instability and intensification. 

This poses an important question: did this engender organized em- 
ployee resistance and opposition, and if so of what nature? Direct opposi- 
tion to both TQM and JIT is difficult to trace (their implementation is often 
gradual, incremental, and relatively long term), but it seems clear that 
certain substantial recent conflicts have had at their roots an employee 
rejection of aspects of work intensification linked to lean production. Apart 
from those mentioned before (in the automobile suppliers of Alsace), other 
large scale conflicts have involved Renault workers (at the Cleon site in 
particular) and, nationally, the lorry drivers. The important strike of the 
latter during November 1996 was ostensibly over pay and a reduction in 
the age of retirement to 55, but it quickly became apparent that this group 
of employees was profoundly dissatisfied with those aspects of working 
conditions decreed by tighter and tighter time constraints. As a dominant 
“delivery” link in the JIT chain — ^road freight dominates over rail in France 
as in Britain and other European countries — many haulage firms have 
become the “meat in the sandwich” between customer and supplier and 
subject to very tight timetables and deadlines. Passed on to drivers, work- 
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ing conditions have suffered accordingly, with longer and longer working 
hours and higher and higher levels of stress, as Lefebvre (1996) shows. In 
the absence of stable and fruitful negotiating processes that give progres- 
sive improvements, this has led to a number of explosive strikes (1984, 
1989,1992,1996). The national strike of November 1996 had the inevitable 
effect on the JIT chain (as did, in a more modest way, the strike at Cleon 
within the Renault group) — near paralysis of production as already low 
stock levels in some plants were reduced to zero. 

This much remarked new fragility of the industrial system (Neuville, 
1998), the inevitable objective result of tighter and tighter coupling of 
organizational actors in time and space, is the price that has to be paid for 
the higher quality and “reactivity” that lean methods demand in a number 
of industrial sectors. A second price is that a small number of industrial 
workers possesses an increasing potential for industrial disruption. The 
General Motors strike in the United States in the summer of 1998 showed 
this clearly, when the stoppage of one component producer led to paralyz- 
ing the whole GM system. That this potential has only been rarely trans- 
formed into a capacity for contestation in France can be explained by a 
number of factors — ^the weaknesses and divisions of French unions, the 
new profile of the majority of the younger industrial workforce, and the 
dead weight of unemployment throughout the recession that gripped 
the country from 1991 to 1998. It remains to be seen whether this state of 
affairs will continue. As we shall see in a later chapter, a wider crisis of 
French society has been emerging throughout the decade, and should it 
continue, this can only exacerbate the tensions in an industrial world 
already fraught by years of reorganization and restmcturing. 




4 

Decentralized Bargaining 
and the Spread of 
“Individualization” in Employee 
Appraisal and Remuneration 



INTRODUCTION 



In a number of countries in recent years, two important processes of 
change have run in parallel, modifying, on one hand, personnel or human 
resources (HR) management practices in firms and on the other, forms of 
negotiation in industrial relations. First, a broad evolution toward “indi- 
vidualization” in HR practices has occurred, often accompanying the 
kinds of work system changes in worker job flexibility, delayering, and 
restructuring that I considered in the previous two chapters (technical 
multiskilling and “lean production”). In the Anglo-American world, this 
has often been seen as integral to a transition from traditional personnel 
administration to more “strategic” human resources management (HRM); 
a considerable debate has developed on the causes, extent, and meaning of 
the evolution (Storey, 1992; Locke, Kochan, & Piore, 1995). Second, an 
international process of decentralizing collective bargaining between man- 
agement and labor has been taking place, and sector level processes have 
lost ground to negotiation at the enterprise and plant/office levels (Katz, 
1993). 

Why do these changes matter, and what is their scale of importance? 
Within employment relations they matter a great deal to all the stake- 
holders involved. To employers, as we saw in the Chapter 1 discussion of 
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“participative management,” direct manager-employee communication 
with fewer intermediaries promises better information flow with better 
individual motivation, if HR policies are finely tuned and if control of 
work processes is ensured. In this perspective, collective bargaining — 
when needed — can be handled at plant or establishment level, decentral- 
ized, streamlined, and simplified. To employees, their voice may be more 
easily and directly heard, but strength in collective representation prob- 
ably falls as a consequence, with all the problems that this implies. How- 
ever, “individualization” can be radically ambiguous for the employee; 
will it bring stressful individual performance controls or a better equilib- 
rium between individual effort, skills, and just rewards? To trade unions, 
both changes often represent a game with new mles; the need to adapt 
organizationally to establishment level negotiation and to intervene in the 
operation of innovative and often unfamiliar HR practices both raise new 
challenges. 

When we look at the evolution of the two processes in France, it seems 
at first sight tantalizingly similar to changes in other countries such as the 
United Kingdom (Storey, 1992; Mabey & lies, 1996; Sparrow & Marching- 
ton, 1998) and the United States (Weinstein & Kochan, 1995). However, 
although the processes have unfolded side by side in all of these countries, 
we do not precisely understand how this occurred because we lack sys- 
tematic understanding of the way two “systems of action” interact in 
different national employment models. One system concerns company 
and plant level changes in work relations and personnel practices — ^how 
they emerge and are channeled in particular directions by organizational 
processes — and the other concerns industry-level interaction between 
firms, employer’s associations, unions, and the state. This chapter aims to 
develop a better understanding of the dynamics between the two systems 
of action by examining recent changes in French human resources man- 
agement practices. 

As job flexibility has spread and taken hold, French companies have 
reassessed a number of traditional assumptions that underlie skill use and 
performance management. Chapters 2 and 3 gave the background to these 
changes. One of the most important traditional industrial relations institu- 
tions to come under the microscope has been the “grille” or grid of job 
descriptions and grades dominant in many sectors of French industry — 
more particularly in the different “branches” that correspond to types of 
professional activity. Since the nineteenth century a number of aspects of 
work in these branches have been regulated by agreements between trade 
unions and associations of employers called “conventions collectives” — 
pay minima, holidays, retirement, etc., as well as job classifications. Today, 
there are some 700 conventions collectives in force in the French economy 
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and their “modernization” — ^their negotiated adaptation to changing con- 
ditions of work — ^has become a vital and contentious issue, as we shall see. 

Two preliminary points about the evolution of job gradings in France 
in the twentieth century are important. First, it needs to be remembered 
that a whole series of general socioeconomic processes have exerted a 
strong influence on the way jobs have been formally and systematically 
recognized, defined, and compared in companies: the vital need to regu- 
late the “strategic” forms of work during wartime, the spread of indus- 
trialization and with it of Taylorist work study methods, and the expan- 
sion of trade unionism. Together these all contributed to the generalization 
of more formal job descriptions and gradings in companies. Second, there 
is the role of political and legal action. The French state in 1919,1936,1950, 
and 1982 progressively reinforced the legally binding nature of the “con- 
ventions collectives” and rendered regular negotiation of their content 
obligatory. Just before the Second World War, in 1936, the Socialist and 
Communist impulses of the “Front populaire” provided the beginning of 
the recognition, formalization, and legitimation of job classification sys- 
tems by the state. Then, in the immediate postwar period, the Parodi 
decrees (passed by the Minister of Work and Social Security of that name) 
took the process further by establishing a number of practices that still 
remain in operation in many industries today. Over time, trade unions 
gradually obtained agreement on job classification grids that defined 
“branche” and national wage minima for different groups of employees; 
the latter were fixed by a simple job evaluation method called “rangement 
par filieres” that allocated a number of points (a “coefficient”) from a 
predefined grid to each job (Donnadieu & Denimal, 1993). Jobs were 
compared both vertically within generic types of activity such as produc- 
tion, sales, administration, etc., and horizontally across them. 

The political and industrial relations crisis of 1968 ushered in a new 
sense of urgency to “modernize” employment relations, as Chapter 1 
explained. The engineering and metals branche (“la metallurgie”) took the 
lead in proposing the generalization of American job evaluation methods 
which, although present in some French firms since the 1950s, were still 
minority HR management practices. Their chief innovation was the use 
of set criteria to “weigh” the relative importance of jobs in the firm or 
“branche.” The resulting 1975 grid was to be infiuential in subsequent 
decades. Indeed in the France of the 1970s and early 1980s, along with a 
relative predominance of Taylorist and Fordist principles of job design in 
industry, most fixed jobs were differentiated into hierarchically ordered 
strata or grades. Remuneration minima for any given members of a firm 
would depend on those fixed for their jobs by the convention collective 
and grading system. Seniority in a grade might or might not have been 
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significant for pay — in the public sector this was often the case, as it still is 
to an extent today. Jobs were graded relative to others depending upon 
criteria such as the following, used in engineering and metals; (1) the level 
of knowledge needed for the job, (2) the autonomy of action necessary, 
(3) the degree of responsibility entailed, and (4) the technical complexity of 
the tasks accomplished (Denimal and Donnadieu, 1993). In fact by their 
very nature, these more formalized methods contributed to a more indi- 
vidualized approach to work; the criteria just cited depend clearly on 
concepts of the individual’s leeway and responsible action in a given job 
environment. 

Such job grading systems became an essential part of the “branche” 
collective agreements established through negotiation between employer’s 
associations and unions and thus were regularly used as the framework 
for pay bargaining and (to a certain extent) for career planning. Impor- 
tantly, the state reinforced and institutionalized the framework in the early 
1980s by passing law (the Auroux legislation) that required annual nego- 
tiation of their content both at the level of the branche (between unions and 
employer’s association) and at the level of the firm (within the framework 
agreed at the first level). The expectation was that such dual-level bargain- 
ing would spread to a number of levels of personnel policy and generate 
an industrial relations dynamic — individualcompanies would use the 
collective agreements for HR guidance and adopt (through negotiated 
processes where appropriate) specific personnel policies suited to individ- 
ual firm cultures and business conditions. 



1. THE SCALE OF THE DIFFUSION OF INDIVIDUALIZATION 

Toward the middle of the 1980s, the accumulated changes in work 
organization of the preceding decade — in particular the modifications of 
unskilled and skilled manual work generated by both technological and 
organizational innovations, along with a growing belief that both wage 
costs and skill use should be more coherently and carefully planned and 
controlled — led a number of companies to begin the search for a more 
supple and a more individually oriented focus in HR management. This 
raised question marks over both job-based grading systems and the career 
and reward management processes bound up with them. Their alleged 
“rigidity” — specifically the obstacles they supposedly presented to man- 
agements’ movement of labor and to work redesigns and reorganizations 
requiring employee “multi-skilling” — ^was the central issue. 

Further, increasing numbers of firms started to cast a critical eye on 
the whole set of rules and guidelines — ^not just the job grading systems — 
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embodied in the collective labor agreements that govern their sectors. 
Although the Auroux legislation of 1982 had, as just mentioned, de- 
manded frequent and regular management-union negotiation of the con- 
tent of these conventions — annual for salaries and wages and every five 
years at least for job gradings — ^the rapid pace of company HR “decentral- 
ization” during the 1980s would eventually raise considerable question 
marks over the articulation between that content and individual firms’ 
personnel policies. As a result of this and other factors, the number of 
negotiated industrial relations accords at company or establishment/plant 
level began to increase and gradually outstrip those struck at the sector 
and “branche” level, which went into decline (INSEE/Liaisons sociales/ 
DARES, 1997). As Katz (1993) has shown, this was in fact an international 
phenomenon of collective bargaining decentralization expressed in differ- 
ent national forms. What of its manifestation at the firm level in France? 

An innovative human resources management focus on the individual 
employee below manager level — ^both on individual performance levels 
and on the individual’s “portfolio” of employable skills and competencies — 
began to really develop in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Attention turned 
more and more to the relationships between organizational efficiencies — 
especially on the level of quality and the optimal use of technologies — and 
individual employee skill and performance levels. In particular, as organi- 
zations formalized more and more their cost and quality targets and the 
means to achieve them, formal objective setting and appraisal (both al- 
ready largely generalized in the HR processes applied to managers) came 
to be used for technicians and employees. 

Consistent with much management theory, both French and Ameri- 
can (Lanciaux, 1990; Lawler, 1990) objectives and appraisals were often 
seen within the management community as constituting both a means 
of motivation as well as a form of workforce and operations control. Reliable 
data from 1993 in fact show that as many as 89% of (a representative 
sample of) French employers considered that individualized pay was 
strongly motivating to employees (Coufrot, 1996). Later in the chapter, I 
will call this assumption into question. 

The pace of change was set by the successful signing of a number of 
major agreements or “accords” between large companies and unions. 
These embodied the new emphasis on skills and performance as a compet- 
itive weapon at the organizational level and on the use of systematic 
appraisal of skills, potential, and performance at the employee level. Sec- 
tor leaders like Usinor-Sacilor, Renault, and Pechiney were among the 
firms involved, but the agreement signed at Usinor (in iron and steel) was 
to be particularly influential. This accord — called ACAP 2000” — will be 
considered later. 
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With regard to the broader national picture however, recent data 
reveal the extent of the general spread of individual-centered skill and 
performance management approaches in France across the period 1990- 
1996. Four studies of this tendency are interesting. In the first, a sample of 
20 companies was used to explore in depth the management changes that 
accompanied greater individualization in remuneration (Linhart, Rozen- 
blatt, & Voegele, 1993). The conclusion reached here was that, although 
performance and skill-based pay had been experimented with timidly in 
the mid to late 1980s, in the mid-1990s companies were innovating more 
systematically and more confidently, and with more sophisticated methods 
of analysis and formalization. Interestingly, increasing use by HR man- 
agers of the idea of “equitable reward for individual merit” to legitimate 
change was also discerned. 

Other studies used large representative data samples; in the second 
(Kogut-Kubiak & Quintero, 1996), 1,300 companies and in the third and 
fourth, 1,644 union-management signed agreements (Perben, 1996,1998). 
Kubiak and Quintero’s comprehensive study of the content of agreements 
between 1991 and 1995 reveals that the number that included clauses 
relating to individualized career management doubled between those dates 
to reach one in three of all accords. The vast majority of these were stmck 
in larger firms (of more than 200 employees) and at company, not plant, 
level. Importantly, the data also show a strong union involvement in the 
different working parties essential to the mechanics and the administra- 
tion of the policies that the agreements proposed; in two out of three, they 
were active in groups that tackled job and skill analysis, career appraisal, 
employee reclassification/redeployment, and worker appeals (Kogut- 
Kubiak & Quintero, 1996). This activity itself has demanded an innovative 
shift in traditional union involvement, a move from the traditional defense 
of collective interests toward a defense of the individual through demands 
for more clarity and equity in the managerial use of appraisal procedures 
and techniques. 

Finally two studies for the “Ministere du travail” (DARES) together 
reveal the extent of the progression of individualized pay (whether per- 
formance or skill-acquisition based) across five years from 1993-1997. 
Companies were asked whether they granted either general across-the- 
board salary increases or individual raises, and among the latter whether 
they were mixed or purely individual. The strong progression of pay 
individualization for small and medium-sized firms (up to 999 employees) 
between 1993 and 1997 and also the increasing preponderance of the 
phenomenon as firm size further increases are shown in Table 4.1. 

Other data from these studies that give a breakdown of increases for 
category of employee show that all groups have been getting increasingly 
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Table 4.1. 

Types of Salary and Wage Increases for Companies by Size 



Percentage of firms giving 



Number of employees 
and year 


Only across-the- 
board increases 


Sub- 

total 


Individual 

Purely 

individual 


increases 

Mixed, general 
and individual 


Total 


10 to 49 employees 


93 


62 


38 


23 


15 


100 


94 


75 


25 


13 


12 


100 


95 


68 


32 


18 


14 


100 


96 


64 


36 


20 


16 


100 


97 


58 


42 


21 


21 


100 


50-199 employees 


93 


69 


31 


11 


20 


100 


94 


72 


28 


10 


18 


100 


95 


65 


35 


17 


18 


100 


96 


62 


38 


14 


24 


100 


97 


59 


41 


15 


26 


100 


200 to 999 employees 


93 


51 


49 


14 


35 


100 


94 


39 


61 


18 


43 


100 


95 


43 


57 


10 


47 


100 


96 


46 


54 


8 


46 


100 


97 


44 


56 


13 


43 


100 


1000 to 4999 employees 


93 


21 


79 


18 


61 


100 


94 


22 


78 


17 


61 


100 


95 


20 


80 


13 


67 


100 


96 


19 


80 


15 


65 


100 


97 


26 


74 


12 


62 


100 


5000 and more employees 


93 


10 


90 


9 


81 


100 


94 


8 


92 


3 


89 


100 


95 


8 


92 


4 


88 


100 


96 


6 


94 


5 


89 


100 


97 


10 


90 


13 


77 


100 


All companies 


93 


62 


38 


21 


17 


100 


94 


72 


28 


13 


15 


100 


95 


66 


34 


17 


17 


100 


96 


63 


38 


18 


20 


100 


97 


38 


62 


15 


47 


100 



Sources: Perben, 1996; Salaires et pouvoir d’achat en juin, 1998,1998. 
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individualized raises, by 1997, half of all unskilled and semiskilled em- 
ployees, 65% of technicians and supervisors, and 75% of managers. Finally, 
the overall amount of wages paid in this individualized manner also in- 
creased proportional to that devoted to general wage increases. Perben’s 
later work on 1997 confirms these tendencies — for that year, as many as 
90% of large firms (with more than 2,000 employees) gave individualized 
increases and the medium-sized (between 500 and 1,999) 74%, confirmed 
the tendency below manager level (Perben, 1998). 

Taken together, these data reveal a real dynamic toward “individual- 
ization” in skills and performance management in the French firm, and 
this, of course, indicates a required change in not just one, but a number of 
management methods. In particular, heavier reliance on appraisal and eval- 
uation below manager level is necessitated in regard to the judgment of 
individual performance levels and /or skills acquisition, and this consti- 
tutes an organizational innovation of considerable scope for many firms 
and workforces. 

A number of other studies also reveal a surprising phenomenon: the 
pronounced, if slower, spread of individualization in the public sector in 
France, long considered a bastion of collectivism and nonexistent per- 
formance management. Partial privatization and the modernization of 
management methods have had a clear impact here. In France-Telecom 
and the EDF-GDF (National Gas and Electricity), for example, a different 
approach to performance and careers gradually emerged in the early 
1990s, not without considerable controversy because of the sensitivity of 
the issue of change to the protected status of “fonctionnaires” (qualified 
state employees with job security) in the French public sector. Restructur- 
ing, better cost and performance control, and a greater concern with 
commercial and quality objectives were central themes. What is striking, 
however, is the varying rate of introduction of individualization in the 
different public subsectors and companies. This variation should make us 
wary of rapid generalizations about “bureaucracy in France” based on 
appeals to ancient survey data either about “power distance” or about 
endemic formalization (“uncertainty avoidance”) in France. It has proba- 
bly been fastest in France-Telecom (Defelix, 1996; Henriet, 1995) and in 
EDF-GDF, National Gas and Electricity (Barreau t Menard, 1992), where 
experimentation with new methods of management has been accelerated 
by an environment of growing deregulation and competition, a high im- 
pact of technical change on work organization and traditionally “mer- 
itocratic” work cultures. EDF-GDF, for example, reportedly in early 1997 
was operating with a system in which 45% of the base remuneration of its 
electricians was founded on the individual acquisition of competencies — 
that is, skill-based pay (Guelaud & Virard, 1997). 
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In the postal services (PTT) (Barreau, 1995), transport (the SNCF and 
RATP) (David, 1994, and Air France), education, health (Abraham, 1995), 
and public administration (Le Gall, 1996) where a number of these condi- 
tions are not so pronounced and certain bureaucratic employment rela- 
tions have been more tenacious, much slower change has prevailed (Bar- 
reau & Menard, 1992). Important industrial relations differences also 
account for the contrasts of course — it has often proven more difficult to 
achieve negotiated reforms in the latter subsectors where low-trust climates 
in industrial relations have persisted and union concentration and unity 
remained high, as a number of explosive train drivers strikes and Air 
France strikes have, in recent years, so graphically illustrated. 

1.1. The Example of “S ki ll-Based Pay” 

The spread of individualization in French firms has had considerable 
implications for forms ofcollective, “branche” negotiation onjobs and careers. 
Negotiation and implementation of one particular type of individualization — 
“skill-based pay” — will be considered in this section by reference to 
Klarsfeld’s (1997,1998) comparison of the pharmaeeutical industry and the 
steel industry, two sectors that have been diffusing it through industry- 
level collective bargaining. They reveal how the dynamics of the inter- 
action between the branche “system of action” and in-firm negotiations 
can condition outcomes. The firms in each business understand this form of 
appraisal and reward in different ways, and this suggests a strong influ- 
ence of sector variables on individualization processes (Klarsfeld, 1997). 

It is worth recalling that in adopting a “skill-based” pay system, a 
company typically proposes career paths and trajectories based on an 
inventory of required skills in job “families” (professional unities) and 
specifies the competence units and thresholds necessary for any individ- 
ual to pass from one grade to another. At the same time, an assessment of 
employees’ acquired skills and experience enables them to be situated on a 
career path — from basic development to more demanding curves of pro- 
gression. Career progress is determined both by progress in skill acquisi- 
tion and by performance on the job, both measured for each individual in 
turn. Skill and competence acquisition has, of course, to be “validated” — 
certified — ^by line management or training staff, as does their successful 
use. Remuneration follows this logic — ^basepay is no longer simply deter- 
mined by “job held” but by the “units of certified skills” held by the 
employee, and an additional element of pay may be determined by indi- 
vidual and group performance levels. 

Now, on an international level there is nothing remarkably new about 
such a system in 1999; HR commentators in both the United Kingdom and 
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the United States have described its use and its strengths and weaknesses 
since the late 1980s (Armstrong & Murlis, 1991; Lawler, 1990) under the 
principle “pay the person, not the job.” In France, however, as in other 
countries, “paying the job” had been cemented in a relatively stable indus- 
trial relations and HR landscape and arguably it needed highly visible and 
extensively negotiated breaks with tradition to open the way to experi- 
mentation. 

Pharmaceuticals: Managements Unilateral Implementation of HR 
Methods. Recent empirical work on pharmaceutical companies that in- 
stalled new job grading and classification provisions in the context of a 
new industry agreement has revealed some of the mechanics of implemen- 
tation (Klarsfeld, 1997; Besucco-Berth, Klarsfeld, & Quintero, 1997). The 
accord was signed in 1994 following a long period of prosperity for the 
industry but in a new period of change and uncertainty caused by growing 
international competition and state-imposed health expenditure limita- 
tions. Firms were expected to set up their own grading systems while 
respecting broad “branche” guidelines for a classification procedure and 
employee involvement. This replaced arrangements that included a classi- 
fication system based on job titles and seniority-based career promotions 
for managers and other staff The new classification procedure stipulated 
that: 

1. Firms have a fixed time schedule to set up their own internal 
classifications; 

2. They must describe every job as it is actually carried out (rather 
than abstract, prescribed tasks); where possible, jobs must encom- 
pass more than just one post in the organization; 

3. Firms must classify each job in a limited number of grades; each 
grade is associated with a defined minimal wage and scale; em- 
ployees then have to be assigned to a specific “subgrade” within 
that band according to their “activity and skills performed”; 
again, each subgrade is associated with a minimal wage, which 
can be higher than that associated with the job; and 

4. A firm that already has an internal classification system is allowed 
to keep it provided it is compatible with the industry classifica- 
tion; the firm has to check whether such compatibility actually 
exists. 

An important aspect of this agreement is the stress put on analyzing 
“real work” and the skills actually displayed by workers, rather than 
solely on job requirements, as job evaluation professionals sometimes 
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recommend. Naturally, the actual identification of these skills, the judg- 
ments of their significance, and whether (and how) they should be recog- 
nized are subject to interpretation and controversy. As sociologists of work 
have long insisted, employees and managers will very often differ in their 
views on the range of such skills deployed for a given set of tasks, over 
their relative importance, and how they should be recognized and re- 
warded formally and officially by the firm (Darrah, 1994). 

With regard to implementation processes, employee participation 
was mentioned somewhat broadly in the “convention collective,” broadly 
enough to allow very varied forms of employee involvement (information, 
consultation, bargaining) in the grading process, so that individual firms 
might react in terms of their previous experiences with EL 

In the previous pharmaceutical agreement, classifications had been 
based on a predefined list of jobs defined at sector level, a procedure that 
narrowed managers’ margins of interpretation and made it technically 
difficult to find a grade for new jobs (the job list had remained almost 
unchanged for nearly forty years). From the employer’s point of view, 
the new sector contract gave firms the opportunity to set up their own 
wage structures a lot more freely than in the past, when job titles had been 
used nationally (although this point needs to be qualified, as titles may 
have been used locally with variations in interpretation). Another clear 
advantage for employers was that this new contract strongly reduced 
seniority-based promotions and thus facilitated the first crucial steps in a 
modification of existing norms for employee performance in the firm 
(Bessuco-Bertin et ah, 1997). 

One of the two unions that signed the contract supported the idea of a 
skill-based classification hoping that this would push workers with low 
grades higher up the wage structure. The other, a smaller union that repre- 
sented only one category of workers (representatives presenting drugs to 
health professionals), signed because, despite the loss of seniority-based 
promotions, most clauses that protected its members were preserved un- 
der the new arrangements. All of the other unions refused to sign this new 
accord, objecting to what they saw as the loss of many benefits for their 
members. However, they have not attempted to veto the new dispositions, 
which would have been possible under French labor law. This can be 
explained by a relative lack of employee support for industrial action and 
relatively low union membership rates compared with other sectors. They 
were also clearly influenced by threats from the employers’ organization 
to withdraw from all existing contracts unless the new classification was 
signed. 

It is useful now to consider three issues: (1) for what internal purposes 
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new provisions were used, (2) how jobs and skills were described and 
appraised at firm level, and (3) whether a “pharmaceutical model” of skill- 
based pay emerges from the study of the six firms. 

PharmA, a large laboratory, already had an internal classification 
(developed in 1984) for all of its employees, an analytical grid with four 
criteria inspired by previous sector level (but unimplemented) proposals 
that had contained a large number of predefined jobs and career paths 
restricting managements’ margins of interpretation at establishment and 
plant level. This company also agreed to formalize internal seniority pro- 
visions tying grades to numbers of years of service for nonmanagers. Both 
unions and management saw the grid as a guarantor of internal equity 
after formation of the corporation from successive takeovers of other 
laboratories that had diverging pay and employment practices. They also 
saw it as a control over anarchical pay practices applying to jobs not 
mentioned in the aging national classification. When the new national 
classification was signed in 1994, both unions and management were wary 
of losing anything they held from their past compromise. Management 
was concerned that national skill-based pay arrangements might provoke 
demands from unions to enhance seniority packages. Conversely, unions 
saw the national agreement as a threat to their minimum wages and 
seniority provisions (Bessuco-Bertin et ah, 1997). 

Company DrugE, the other large French concern, was in a different 
position. In a way, it can be seen as similar to PharmA but with a ten-year 
gap: DrugE was at a preliminary stage of setting up an internal grid (as 
PharmA had been in 1984). The national agreement was very timely for 
management because only basic criteria and a targeted number of classi- 
fication levels had been defined by that date. All of the job analysis and 
evaluation was yet to be done. Companies LabB and PharmaC each had 
internal classifications that covered only part of their workforce. Both 
complained that these internal systems were either obsolete or even ill- 
conceived from the very start. At LabB, only managers were covered, and 
the grid had remained secret ever since 1987 when it was set up through a 
unilateral process; at PharmaC, only nonmanagers were covered, and all 
employees concerned had “topped ouf ’ on job plateaus because the grid 
had operated for 17 years. Companies LabD and PharmaF took the oppor- 
tunity to move away from informal management to more formalized, 
“transparenf’ systems, where company expectations for its workforce 
were formally transcribed in job descriptions and skill management tools 
and equity was safeguarded. 

The imprecise nature of the “methodological guidelines” contained in 
the national classification left firms with considerable choice as to how to 
classify their workforces into the grid levels and how to appraise skills. 
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The six cases can be classified into two models, “central bargaining” 
(PharmA and DrugE) and “participative classification” (Firms LabB, Phar- 
maC, DmgE, and PharmaF), respectively. Both models share common 
features for the use of the notion of skill compared to that of the “job.” In 
some firms (the “centralized bargaining” model), nonunion workers did 
not participate directly in the design process. Unions and management 
jointly described and ranked jobs. PharmA signed an agreement with 
trade unions stipulating that the former internal classification needed no 
change because it was compatible with the industry classification and 
“offered better conditions for workers.” This former classification was 
produced by joint committees and focus groups in which managers and 
union members were on an equal level. Focus groups analyzed all jobs in 
a given area (such as accounting, for instance) and were each composed of 
teams of three managers and three union workers (union representatives 
or union members). In each team, one member was a “classification” 
expert, and the other two were job or “metier” (craft/skill) experts. Focus 
groups used the grading criteria as a data collection grid to analyze jobs 
and took part in their ranking. The process was designed at corporate level, 
so individual plants were not involved as such. Firm DrugE also set up 
focus groups (one for each broadly identified job), including line man- 
agers, one or two HR staff, and one workers’ representative (usually 
belonging to a union) (Bessuco-Berth et ak, 1997). 

In the other (“direct participation”) model there was no explicit 
union-management bargaining as such. Ad hoc committees that had a 
consultative role were used. Job descriptions were produced by managers 
and job incumbents with the help of job analysts. Union representatives 
could be present but only as job incumbents for a specific post. As such 
they had little overall control over the classification process, except for 
their own jobs. Ranking was done by line managers with no worker input 
(be it union or nonunion). Conflicts occurred in at least two of the firms 
(LabB and LabD) over grades or subgrades attributed to specific groups of 
workers. 

One common feature in all six firms was that decisions regarding the 
description, ranking, and evaluation of skills were taken more unilaterally — 
by management — than decisions regarding the description and evaluation 
of jobs. As far as skills were concerned, skill descriptions generally ap- 
peared to be a unilateral managerial initiative, rather than a negotiated or 
participative process — even in the “centralized bargaining” model. Skill 
appraisal was also a managerial prerogative in all six firms. 

The Steel Industry: The Quest for Collective Qualifications. In the 
steel industry, a path-breaking agreement called ACAP 2000 was signed 




122 



Chapter 4 



between the employers’ federation (the GESIM) and the major unions in 
1990. In the Introduction to the accord implementing this agreement in the 
firm Usinor-Sacilor, three broad objectives were made clear: 

1. To provide a policy of “organizational development” in the ser- 
vice of quality and productivity which recognized individual 
employee’s skills and competencies, 

2. To define career paths within the firm so that individuals could 
progress as their skills improved and developed, and 

3. To develop planning mechanisms enabling individuals to posi- 
tion themselves on career paths at any given moment of their 
working lives (Coulon, 1992). 

Unlike the pharmaceutical industry, the steel industry had a long his- 
tory of recession and social unrest behind it when ACAP 2000 was signed. 
Its workforce had dwindled from 140,000 in 1976 to 44,600 by the end of 
1995. It had become a single-firm industry, and the State took command 
between 1979 and 1995 to cover the huge debts left by private shareholders 
and to restructure the whole industry. This period was a traumatic and 
confiictual one during which the steel industry lost the majority of its 
workforce and survived only thanks to massive government subsidies. It 
was marked by a first compromise with trade unions in 1979 on “social 
protection” — generous early retirement packages put an end to violent 
strikes. However the human resources consequences of this were serious; 
the steel industry lost much of its skills base while offering fast promotions 
for the workforce still in place. A second compromise occurred as the first 
agreement came to an end in 1990: ACAP 2000. This second accord, signed 
by four out of five unions, was an attempt to bring in skill acquisition for 
replacements of early retired staff as the main criterion for promotions. 
Skills as mentioned in the collective contract develop from two sources — 
initial studies or vocational training, on one hand, and a worker’s past 
professional experience on the other. Thus diplomas relevant to the whole 
industry (and not just to the post held, as in the rest of the engineering and 
metals sector) were accepted as valid indicators of an individual’s skills 
paid through the grading system. Conversely, appraisal interviews were 
also considered by the same text as a key mechanism for evaluating the 
gap between skills held and those required by the function held or tar- 
geted. However, such provisions made it unclear which type of skill would 
be given higher priority — those appraised through formal “academic” 
testing, or on-the-job skills as appraised by managers as in traditional 
performance appraisals (Klarsfeld, 1997). 

ACAP 2000 was implemented on two sites — at Dunkirk (Chatzis, 
deConinck, & Zarifian, 1995) and Florange. Both sites are lamination units 
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that have around 4500 staff, and the problems on both sites were similar. 
First, there was a need for a more rigorous management of skills because 
many positions were filled by employees who lacked the necessary skills 
due to the massive early retirements mentioned before — as the gap be- 
tween skills held and those required grew, it became necessary to develop 
“inventories” of skills and to train staff appropriately, while at the same 
time offering motivating career perspectives to employees who survived 
the massive departures. Consequently, top management on both sites 
started to plan skill development well before the ACAP 2000 contract was 
signed. Career paths were designed as early as 1986 in Dunkirk and 1988 
in Florange, with the same objective — ^to replace job-based management 
and pay by a skill-based approach that would encourage competence 
development. 

The implementation of ACAP 2000 showed a strong commitment to 
collectively designed individualization tools — worker|)articipated in the 
analysis of work, and skill appraisal was conducted both through “aca- 
demic” testing (conducted by external trainers) and through appraisals. 
However, the dominant reference for grade attribution was the formal 
qualification attributed by an outside training institution. Chatzis et al. 
(1995) point out in their study of Usinor’s Dunkirk site that the most 
immediate equivalent (for skills) remained the diploma, at least at an early 
stage. This favored young workers who had stronger educational back- 
grounds and was resented by some older workers, even those in super- 
visory positions. To counter these negative reactions and restore credibility 
in appraisal, recent developments at Dunkirk show a managerial concern 
for more links between formal skill appraisals and actual work situations 
rather than formal academic tests, thus facilitating a compromise between 
a demand for impersonal and objective judgment and relevance to real 
work situations. “Individualization,” as understood on both sites, Flo- 
range and Dunkirk, is thus a process tightly framed by provisions that 
make skill descriptions and judgments on skills as “collective” as possible. 

Naturally, time would be demanded for developing both the neces- 
sary administrative and managerial methods to make the skill-based sys- 
tem run smoothly. Usinor-Sacilor recognized this clearly — thACAP 2000 
agreement actually envisaged a time period of five years as necessary for 
the overall set of reforms proposed to be “tlilly operational” in employee 
behavior. 

This comparison of the pharmaceutical and steel industries suggests 
that firms within one sector are influenced by common historical and 
institutional pressures that tend to generate homogenous practices; skill 
appraisal in the pharmaceutical industry is generally unilateral and barely 
formalized, whereas in the steel industry it is just the opposite. These 
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constants need to be examined in more depth in both of these industries, 
but it is clear that the “unilateral” mode of skill description and appraisal 
fits the desire of many pharmaceutical laboratories in France, especially 
those that are small or foreign-owned, to rapidly gain more flexibility in 
determining employee skill requirements and skill acquisition. To contest 
such demands, employee “voice” has been traditionally low in that indus- 
try (except in a few large corporations), owing partly to sustained growth 
in profit and employment levels throughout the 1970s and 1980s but also to 
the traditional predominance of family-owned, medium-sized firms (the 
employers’ organization has as many as 300 affiliates), many of which 
have only recently engaged in mergers. Apart from the very large firms, 
most laboratories have few formalized HR practices and traditionally refer 
to the “convention collective” whenever there is a need for formal proce- 
dures. The collective model is favored by management and unions in the 
steel industry, a one-firm industry with stronger unions, egalitarian tradi- 
tions, a recent history in which unions proved their strength in a context 
of massive downsizing, and ownership that was only recently returned to 
the private sector. 

Still, however tempting an “industry-specific” explanation may be to 
account for how unilateral the implementation of individualization has 
been, the choice between one model or another is still sometimes possible 
within the same industrial sector, and even within the same company, 
as research has shown in the way cardboard manufacturing plants han- 
dled skill description and appraisal (Klarsfeld, 1997). The considerable 
freedom in pay system “design” left to local managers by the parent 
company’s management and the differences in options for both plants’ 
managements in relation to plant cultures and local labor markets will 
account for these differences. 

Overall, then, we can see a heterogeneity in both the content and form 
of implementation of skill-based individualization in France. But what of 
the impacts of this within organizations? Has it fulfilled the hopes that 
many managers initially invested in the changes? 



2. IMPACTS OF INDIVIDUALIZATION IN THE FIRM: 
NEWWORKPLACEIDENTITIES? 

Our conclusions about the actual effects of skill-based pay in both 
collective and unilateral forms of individualization can be only tentative. 
Indications regarding the pharmaceutical industry are very piecemeal 
because the classification was implemented very recently. All we know is 
that disagreements and disputes were most frequent in the “direct partici- 
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pation” model, where firms did not seek negotiation with unions as a way 
of legitimating their job and skill structures. As for the steel industry, 
recent developments show a tendency to provide better links between 
skill appraisal and actual work situations and know-how and to reduce the 
predominance of formal knowledge tests without giving up the idea of a 
collective appraisal involving superiors and external or internal trainers. 
This follows resentment from workers with low qualifications but also 
discontent from supervisors feeling deprived of the hierarchical appraisal 
prerogatives they possessed under the traditional system. 

What of employee motivation more generally? Have the high manag- 
erial expectations of individualization, to which we referred before, been 
satisfied? We lack systematic data on this issue, but we can refer to some 
general case study evidence of French firms that took the path toward 
greater reliance on both individual skill and performance levels for pay 
and motivation. This evidence reveals the common difficulties experi- 
enced in embedding its different elements in practice and behavior. Poor 
performance appraisal techniques and behavior, unwillingness or inca- 
pacity to allow employees to train to develop skills needed for competence 
units, over-complex techniques of analysis and measure, and the “ceil- 
ings” imposed on HR practice by the desire to control total wage bills have 
all played a role in generating these contradictions (and a fortiori fmstrat- 
ing expectations raised by the innovations themselves (Klarsfeld, 1996)). A 
number of detailed studies reveal the way the moreformalized HR tech- 
niques and also the philosophies that lie behind different forms of “indi- 
vidualization” often clash with traditional workplace practices and as- 
sumptions. For example, studies of both the Usinor-Sacilor (ACAP 2000) 
and the CNAV — a Social Security office (Le Gall, 1 996) — case mad it 
clear that both the formalization required in the new methods of perfor- 
mance and skill appraisal and also the assumptions and beliefs about 
worker motivation that they embody fit uneasily with established ways of 
thinking and the traditional employee-organization “psychological con- 
tract” (Rousseau, 1996). In effect, the reforms embody the elements of a 
new contract but one whose terms are far from clear to many groups of 
employees. The reforms themselves highlight internal distinctions in the 
workforce — ancfeven generate new ones — ^both in terms of employee’s 
skills (and worker perceptions of the real value of their own to the firm 
in the future) and types of motivation. 

The new HR “message” being sent by managers constantly appeals to 
the worker’s individual personal ambition to develop skills and to im- 
prove their performance, but this leaves the more traditional values of 
employee cooperation and collective shared skills — ^upon which everyday 
work continues in fact to be still strongly dependent — in some uncertainty. 
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Many younger employees, technicians, and engineers accept this HR logic 
relatively easily, but their older colleagues on the shop floor and many 
first-line foremen and supervisors (often not yet fully “socialized” into the 
appropriate managerial techniques and mentalities) have considerable 
difficulty in fully embracing it. Trade unions for their part react to these 
ambiguities and uncertainties with understandable wariness and some- 
times hostility [this is in fact seen clearly in the CNAV case (Le Gall, 1996)]. 

To a certain extent, the strong and distinctive sector cultures and 
traditions in each case (iron and steel, on one hand, and public administra- 
tion, on the other (CNAV)) may explain much of the sharpness of contrasts 
and contradictions, but the point about individualization “creating” new 
work groups (or at least new schisms and identities) is reinforced — and 
also nuanced — by other work on performance-based remuneration system 
reforms in French firms. In his penetrating work on three companies that 
implemented such changes (two chemical companies and a processed- 
food firm), Eustache (1996) shows how new rules for individualized 
performance-related pay split traditionally homogenous populations of 
employees along lines not initially expected by either HR or line managers. 
High levels of motivation and commitment to progression and objectives 
appeared in groups where they were not expected, and low levels were 
found in others that were earmarked for their high involvement and 
potential! The full complexity of individual employee motivation thus 
became apparent, and with this the sheer difficulty of reliable HR planning 
and management was increased. “Outside” influences on job satisfaction — 
particularly unemployment and the fear of it — ^were added to the compli- 
cated motivational picture [also, incidentally, very clear in employee reac- 
tions to ACAP 2000 (Chatzis et al., 1995, p. 45)]. 

In terms of responses to and perceptions of the pay reforms, Eustache 
found three relatively stable groups of employees distributed across all 
three firms and all types of jobs within them: 

1. The “withdrawn,” who adopted a relatively demotivated and 
defensive stance, considering that they could neither gain from, 
nor influence, the new policies of individualization. 

2. The “solid company employees” who accepted the “new con- 
tracf’ with the firm and tried to develop skills in the directions 
proposed. They tried both to adapt their behavior and to actively 
influence the new rules and norms of management. 

3. The “new professionals” who also accepted the new contract and 
many of its norms, but whose personal ambitions and individual- 
ism led them to be more committed to their own career progres- 
sion than to one firm or establishment in particular. 
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The existence of the first and third groups in all of the cases revealed 
the extent of the difficulty the firms have had in developing a coherent 
relationship between performance management, remuneration policies, 
and company needs for motivated and committed personnel. Clearly, both 
the “withdrawn” and the “new professionals” testify to a failure to match 
employee and organizational needs, even if their profiles are very differ- 
ent. The former are virtually self-excluded from organizational develop- 
ment, and the latter identify with it only weakly and are clearly ready to 
look elsewhere for better opportunities; both groups represent a poten- 
tially substantial loss of skills and competence to their companies. 

Now although such group formation is inevitable to a certain extent 
during organizational and HR change of the scale described, the size and 
persistence of such groups across time is clearly crucial. “Withdrawal” of 
some employees is unavoidable, but their number can be limited if well 
thought out methods of communication about the new policies explain 
clearly the firms’ expectations and hopes for different populations of 
employees and to what, concretely, the latter can legitimately aspire in the 
new system. Eustache clearly considers that the quality of this communica- 
tion is relatively poor in each of the firms analyzed, and he does not 
hesitate to link this to an important phenomenon — ^the slow adaptation of 
line managers to their newly expanded HR tasks (appraisal and skill 
analysis in particular). 

Both insufficient awareness of HR methods and techniques and low 
motivation for these roles (particularly among first level supervisors) dam- 
age the effective operation of the new policies. Inability (or unwillingness) 
to adapt individualized management approaches to the manifestly differ- 
ent sets of needs and perceptions of different groups within the workforce 
compounds the problem. It is a reasonable hypothesis that poor training, 
development, and rewards of middle managers for HR tasks may thus at 
present constitute an “internal obstacle” to individualization achieving its 
intended motivational objectives, when it is directed to employees below 
manager level. 

Such a lagging “ownership” of HR roles and a deficit of HR skills in 
French managers is, incidentally, confirmed in studies of a key element of 
individualization, performance appraisal (PA). In their survey of 150 com- 
panies, Bruyelle, Caupin, and Lapra (1994) confirm the relatively recent 
strong penetration of PA below management level — it had been used for 
employees below supervisor level in 60- 70% of the firms for three to seven 
years before the study — as well as the managerial weaknesses just men- 
tioned. Despite the spread of PA, one of the major difficulties revealed 
centered on the lack of commitment of managers/evaluaters themselves to 
the formalized systems. 
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This was seen as having two causes. First, there was the classical 
“agency problem” that has been found in many countries; performance 
appraisal is usually a poorly rewarded managerial activity which takes 
time away from central (and better rewarded) everyday operational tasks. 
It can thus seem quite irrational to invest time in the former at the probable 
expense of the latter! Second, the managers in this study were particularly 
concerned that PA could bring about a loss of organizational authority and 
security, and this attitude suggests that there is some considerable distance 
to travel before it is seen as an essential management skill and obligation 
in France. Willingness to invest in and follow management training — a 
high investment in the companies surveyed — ^will play an important role 
in the future (Bruyelle et al., 1994, p. 27). 

Nonetheless, despite this hesitant line-management commitment to 
PA which, it should be said, exists in many countries, overall these studies 
suggest that the view of Rojot (1990) and Sparrow and Hiltrop (1994) that 
there is a specifically French “cultural problem” with individualized per- 
formance management and appraisal — in that its requirements (a climate 
of openness, broad acceptance of formalization, etc.) run counter to the 
“deeper assumptions and values of the management community” in 
France — ^needs to be corrected. First, the scale of the spread and embed- 
ding of PA formalization makes this unlikely. Second, many of what are 
often regarded as the traditional “deeper assumptions and values” within 
the French management community have been fairly dramatically affected 
in recent history by the changes described in the previous chapters — and 
in the next. Any such community is now strongly heterogenous in terms of 
identity and status because of internationalization, competitive pressures, 
and progressive restructuring, tendencies all unfolding rapidly. These 
factors have naturally affected large and small firms in quite a different 
way, and in the case of the former — ^where PA is most widespread, of 
course — it is almost certainly more meaningful to stress the influence of 
corporate management values on performance management processes than 
any “national” ones. The recent rapid internationalization of French capi- 
talism has been the prime mover here. 

The essential point is that neither the diversity in the French use of 
performance appraisal nor the specific problems encountered with it — 
such as poor managerial commitment — can really be explained ade- 
quately by referring to a uniform set of national values. Company-specific 
factors such as mergers and acquisitions, the extent of international job 
cooperation and interaction, new divisions of line responsibility in work 
processes, and modes of training, all play a powerful role in conditioning 
perceptions of management authority and obligation and of HR formaliza- 
tion. French managers may not be using performance and skill formaliza- 
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tion in quite the same way as, say, their German or American counterparts, 
but there is neither a simple uniformity in the patterns of its use by them 
nor a simple explanation in terms of broad national cultural values. 



CONCLUSION 

The changes in the management of employees’ skills and careers that 
we described in this chapter corresponded to the generalization of a 
number of personnel management methods traditionally reserved for 
managers, for “cadres,” to other (lower down) populations in the firm 
hierarchy. They corresponded with a broad substantial break in the man- 
agerial perception of jobs and of employee work performance in France. 
New links between professional skills, performance levels, and remunera- 
tion would develop. In industry the demands of functional flexibility — 
broader job designs, team work, etc. — would be the biggest stimuli to such 
a change. In services and the public sector, the setting of new commercial 
and customer-oriented objectives was fundamental (Jenkins, 1998). 

In conclusion, we need to come back briefly to industrial relations 
issues related to this, particularly the importance of specific interactions 
between individualization and the decentralization of collective bargain- 
ing and the new dynamics they have involved. Two points are important 
here. First, individualization in France is by no means a uniform process 
but one that depends on the mix of key variables at both sector/branche 
and company level. The quality of negotiations varies from branche to 
branche in accordance with the managerial perception of (1) the legitimacy 
and logic of the employers’ association position on HR problems and 
(2) the role and importance of the “convention collective” in employment 
relations in firms. It also varies in accordance with the historical capacity of 
relevant trade unions to establish a really significant place in the negotia- 
tion process. At the firm level, managements give individualization a more 
or less important role in job and performance management, as would be 
expected, and a more effective use of the skills of specific “target popula- 
tions” is a major focus in many. 

It is difficult to say, however, whether this corresponds to clear man- 
agement visions of the “core competencies” of firms, as the literature on 
strategic management might lead us to expect (Foss, 1997). Ledford (1995), 
who considered data on the United States, argues that there is in fact “little 
resemblance” between the core competencies or strategic capabilities ap- 
proach to business strategy and the typical content of most competency- 
based reward systems. It is tempting to suggest that a similar gap between 
business strategy and HR practices exists in France; certainly there is no 
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overwhelming evidence to suggest the contrary, although some recent case 
study research suggests that in the larger French companies (like Usinor 
with Acap 2000, as we saw), this gap has narrowed as a clearer perception 
of the strategic value of the “social capital” and skills of specific groups of 
employees has developed (Ferrary & Trepo, 1998). 

Second, individualization is a process that itself creates new actors 
and areas of interaction — and indeed new psychological contracts — for 
different groups. These demand an intensive deployment of new adminis- 
trative, management, and communication skills — ^particularly those re- 
lated to skill and performance evaluation and training planning. There 
were some signs in the French companies considered earlier that sug- 
gested that such crucial managerial skills were not available or were still 
undeveloped. In this respect, skill-based individualization, in particular, is 
very skill “expensive” and also administratively very complex, compared 
with performance-based reward systems; this may explain its somewhat 
limited international diffusion as a remuneration strategy (Lawler, 1990; 
Ledford, 1995). 

Further, managing the unexpected effects of individualization on the 
motivations of different populations within the workforce is an important 
issue that seems, as yet, little understood. The formalization of skill and 
performance recognition that individualization tends to embody promises 
a more effective workforce, but this applies only in certain organizational 
and psychological conditions that are far too often passed over in silence — 
if a sentiment of inequity and injustice accompanies this particular dimen- 
sion of personnel management “modernization,” in spreading demotiva- 
tion it may well achieve precisely the reverse of what was initially intended. 




5 

Employment Crisis, Restructuring, 

and ^^Downsizing” 



INTRODUCTION 

The recession that began to bite in France in 1991 deepened progressively 
throughout the early half of the decade and confounded the hopes of 
many commentators of a return to steady growth. In fact 1993 was the 
worst recessionary year in France since the Second World War. During this 
long period of crisis, French firms reorganized and laid off employees in 
massive proportions, and this formed the cmcial backdrop to the other 
organizational changes — employee involvement, lean production, 

individualization, etc. — already described in previous chapters. Indeed, it 
was intertwined with them in a profound and complex manner, both as 
cause and effect, so that the independent role of each process in organiza- 
tional changes is difficult to discern. Clearly, both computerization and 
“leanness” generated restructuring and layoffs and also were, of course, 
sources of employment creation and new skills. However, as the recent 
recession deepened, many firms were unable to renew their methods 
quickly enough to remain competitive, and the resulting “downsizings” 
swelled French unemployment figures to record highs of nearly 13% in 
mid-decade. 

In this chapter, I will give due importance to these experiences of 
restructuring and downsizing during the 1990s. I will explain French 
methods of institutional downsizing regulation and consider some of the 
controversies surrounding them — concerning their cost and their implica- 
tions for company behavior, for example. However, I will also try to 
determine what “lessons” can be learned from such methods and experi- 
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ences. In the final section, the specific practices of certain French multi- 
nationals will be considered and this will bring into the picture important 
issues of the regulation and negotiation — ^through international works 
councils, for example — of restructuring on a wider European and interna- 
tional level. 

The historical context of the 1990s events that concern us is similar to 
that of many other northern European industrial countries — deindustrial- 
ization. Between 1964 and 1994, while productivity increased by 250% and 
average working time diminished by 15%, the proportion of the French 
population that worked in industry dropped from 11 to 7% (Lenglet, 1996). 
This entailed both a net loss of jobs in industry and a transfer of employ- 
ment to services (Taddei & Coriat, 1993). Certain industries such as iron 
and steel, shipbuilding, electronics, and automobiles experienced tremen- 
dous restructuring throughout the 1980s, as in the United States and the 
United Kingdom. The loss is put into perspective in Figure 5.1 that shows 
the variation in the level of redundancies (for economic causes) in France 
between 1985 and 1995. Although cyclical, it can be seen that the annual 
level never falls below the substantial figure of 400,000 per year. 

Naturally the different sectors of French industry confronted prob- 
lems that stimulated restructuring of varying degrees of difficulty, de- 
pending on the way their structural strengths and weaknesses emerged 
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Figure 5.1. Numbers of redundancies for economic reasons in France, 1983-1995, in thou- 
sands (Source: INSEE, Enquete sur I’emploi, 1996). 
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historically (in particular their constitution as networks, on their ability to 
build up solid “core competencies” in a context of increasing international 
competition), and on the more or less harsh conditions of competition that 
accumulated over time. Certain sectors in France, such as textiles, clothing, 
and shoes, have suffered so much in recent years and have accumulated so 
many structural weaknesses (such as poor rates of technological and 
organizational innovation and training) that their imminent destruction by 
intense competition and “delocalization” to the Third World is often re- 
ported in the concerned press. The following data (Table 5.1) on the most 
substantial formalized redundancy programs (called “plans sociaux,” as 
we shall see) during 1996 reveals those sectors — most of them in industry — 
that have been most touched by restructuring in recent years. 

Of course, these redundancies were often measures supposedly to 
“rejuvenate” companies by using early retirements and outplacement at 
the same time as jobs were being created and personnel recruited, but here 
again a qualitative change in the 1990s needs to be highlighted: the grow- 
ing proportion of part-time, temporary, and fixed-term jobs offered in the 
labor market and thus a concomitant increase in contractual flexibility. This 
phenomenon will be considered in the next chapter. 

As this downsizing hemorrhage was taking place, French firms were 
reducing their hierarchical levels to achieve flatter structures and lower 
staff costs, and industry was implementing “leaner” production methods, 
as we saw in Chapter 3. ft can be recalled that in the sector breakdown of 
those firms that replied to the large survey “Reponse” (a representative 
sample from industry), energy and materials, machinery and equipment 
production, consumer goods, constmction, and finance all registered a 
figure of 30% or more for the proportion of firms that had implemented 
flatter hierarchies (see Chapter 3, p. 19). Various adapted forms of “re- 
engineering” have played a role in this, alongside JIT and TQM, as French 
commentators have recognized (Gibier, 1996), although the real extent of 
their use has never been accurately estimated. 

Over and above these first observations, the institutional influences 
on recent French “downsizing” deserve close attention. 



1. DOWNSIZING, LAW, AND THE STATE IN FRANCE 

I.l. French Institutional and Legal Conditioning of Downsizing 

Although there are clear similarities among countries with regard to 
the downsizing process, a crucial specificity of France is the way the state 
has attempted to regulate and structure the process. The roots of today’s 
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Table 5.1. 

Redundancies by Sector in France, 1996 





Redundancies 


Total workforce 


% 


Armaments 


Giat Industries 


2,569 


11,128 


23 


Constructions navales 


3,375 


23,500 


14 


Chemicals 


Rhone-Poulenc 


500 


22,800 


2 


Textiles and shoes 


Myris 


300 


1,086 


27 


Lainiere de Roubaix 


339 


587 


57 


Bally 


1,000 


1,200 


83 


DMC 


1,500 


9,200 


16 


Eminence 


100 


760 


13 


Adolphe Lafont 


36 


180 


20 


Gaston Jaunet 


331 


442 


74 


Equipment and intermediary goods 


Alcatel-Alsthom 


30,000 


197,000 


15 


Pechiney 


2,700 


17,000 


15 


Framatome 


600 


12,500 


5 


Charbon de France 


1,050 


11,000 


10 


Digital Equipment 


800 


3,000 


26 


Household goods 


Moulinex 


2,100 


9,000 


23 


Aeronautics 


Aerospatiale 


3,000 


31,000 


10 


Turbomeca 


650 


3,650 


18 


Automobiles 


Peugeot 


1,760 


50,500 


3 


Renault 


1,640 


59,000 


2 


Elf-Antar 


330 


800 


41 


Transportation 


Air France Europe 


950 


11,000 


8 


Semam 


2,000 


5,800 


34 


Danzas/ UPS 


800 


2,400 


33 


Banking 


Credit Foncier 


2,000 


3,500 


57 


Credit Lyonnais 


4,000 


35,000 


11 


Banque de France 


760 


2,400 


31 


Public services 


France Telecom 


1,400 


150,000 


1 


La Poste 


3,000 


300,000 


1 


SNCF 


5,000 


178,000 


3 


SFP 


700 


1,000 


70 



Source: Alternatives economiques, 1996. 
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procedures and practices lie in the experiences of the 1980s, a decade in 
which successive French governments took important policy steps, both 
liberalizing and regulating at the same time. First, in 1986 existing legisla- 
tion that required notification of redundancies by firms to local labor 
administrations was changed in the face of employers’ demands for “gov- 
ernment recognition of the realities of growing needs for flexibility” in the 
workplace. Second, the state sought more and more to develop innovative 
methods for financing and organizing the retraining and redeployment of 
workers in badly hit nationalized industries such as iron and steel and 
shipbuilding. 

As Bosch (1992) pointed out, “reconversion” of employees (reskilling 
and redeployment) came to denote a package of measures made necessary 
by two developments — on the one hand, the prohibitive cost of continued 
use of early retirement schemes under financing from a state fund called 
FNE (“Fonds national pour I’emploi,” that represented 1.07% of French 
GDP in 1987 compared to 0.02% of the West German) and on the other, the 
militant worker resistance to the conventional closure of plants. Further 
vocational training, data banks on job markets, counseling on vacancies, 
self-employment and enterprise creation, and the use of “outplacement 
commissions” in firms all became elements of the package, and local 
agencies of the ANPE (labor exchanges) played a significant administra- 
tive role. The agreements reached in the iron and steel industry, in ship- 
building, and in consumer electronics (the firm Thomson played an impor- 
tant role) were “foremnners of legislation that incorporated the conversion 
period into the general provisions that protected workers against unfair 
dismissal” (Bosch, 1992, p. 117). 

By the mid-1980s, managing job losses with government support had 
become widely institutionalized and a number of measures were incorpo- 
rated in labor law, the “Code du travail.” Thus in 1985, the “Conge de 
conversion” was instituted — after obligatory discussions with the works 
council (CE), companies could apply to the state for assistance that pro- 
vided paid leave to groups of employees who sought reskilling. This had 
to form part of a coherent program, lasting at least four months, specifying 
objectives and the proportion of firm to state resources involved, the 
length of leave desired, the time allowed for employee decisions, and their 
skills and competencies. Workers were expected to receive a subsistence 
allowance of 65% of previous gross earnings (or 85% of the legal minimum 
wage). As Bosch (1992) notes, between 1985 and 1987, one-fifth of workers 
made redundant by companies followed this route; the rest took redun- 
dancy money and sought new jobs on their own. 

These were essentially workers in large manufacturing firms, how- 
ever, so to correct possible injustices a law of 1986, based on a union- 
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management intersector agreement, introduced the “Contrat de conver- 
sion” applicable to both cases of small numbers of redundancies (fewer 
than 10) whatever the size of the firm and to larger numbers in firms that 
had fewer than 50 employees (firms hitherto without the protection of 
rights accorded to those that had a works council). Further, it passed 
administrative responsibility for reskilling programs to local employment 
agencies (offices of the ANPE, “Agence national pour I’emploi”) that 
would manage the funds created by both state and company financing — 
the latter tfom money that otherwise would have had to be spent on 
redundancy pay. Expansion of “reconversion” to small firms was thus 
accompanied by its modification to outplacement services available to 
newly redundant workers and managed by the ANPE — ^the administra- 
tive burdens and employment responsibilities of the smaller firm were in 
fact reduced as the “Contrat de conversion” was brought in. 

This said, since the mid-1980s, the responsibilities of larger firms that 
have works councils have become more and more prescribed and precise, 
and the principal tool for this has been the rendering obligatory of a social 
plan, a “plan social, ” that contains a package of redundancy management 
measures. Two successive laws (in 1989 and 1993) produced the following 
framework of control that is still in force today: when a company of 50 or 
more employees wishes to make employees redundant for economic rea- 
sons and when their number is 10 or more during a period of 30 days, then 
the employer must call a preliminary meeting of the works council (the 
CE, the Comite d’entreprise) (Article L321-3 of the Code du travail). At 
least 3 days before that meeting, the company must make available to the 
CE all of the appropriate information on the planned redundancies, in 
particular, the financial, economic, or technical reasons for the redundan- 
cies, the number of workers involved and their professional grades, the 
criteria used for choosing them, and the “calendar” of redundancy imple- 
mentation. 

Furthermore, the employer must submit a “plan social” to the CE that 
specifies how the redundancies can be avoided, or limited, and how 
redeployment (“reclassement”) of personnel might be used for those 
workers whose jobs cannot be saved. After the first meeting with the CE, 
the employer must notity the state labor administration (the DDTE, the 
“Direction departementale du travail et de I’emploi,” an organization a 
little like a County Council or State employment commission) about the 
plans — foEommentary and possible modification. Then, a second meet- 
ing with the works council must take place within 14 to 28 days. Between 
the two meetings, it is, of course, open to the CE to use outside legal and 
financial expertise. Thus, French labor law tries to stipulate a formal and 
planned dialogue on downsizing and to promote redeployments, recon- 
version, and other measures that can help avoid what are called “licencie- 
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ments secs” — ^brutal layoffs without provision for employee adaptation. 
Thus, in principle, it “pushes” firms into HR planning analysis and toward 
using the kinds of methods featured in the top half of the following 
“inplacement-outplacement continuum” of redundancy management (La- 
tack, 1990): 

Voluntary: Employee Well-Being and Control. 

Inplacement: emphasis on employee retention; efforts toward cre- 
ative internal redeployment. 

• voluntary employee movement to other jobs, departments, plants, 
etc. 

• retraining, cross-training 

• entrepreneurship — creation of new jobs 

•job redesign and work restructuring 

• working time adaptations (conversions FT to PT, shorter weeks, 
etc.) 

• natural attrition 

• recruitment freezes 

• early retirements 

• promotion and transfer freezes 

• wage and salary freezes or reductions 

• exit and severance pay incentives 

• temporary leave without pay 

• informal pressures to accept retirements and leave without pay 

• involuntary employee moves and work time alterations 

• termination with broad outplacement 

• termination with minimum outplacement 

Outplacement: emphasis on exit with some effort to external re- 
deployment of employees. 

Involuntary: Organizational Short-Term Efficiency and Control. 

In recent years, the contents of the “plan social” in France have 
become dominated by combinations of the top eight or nine on this list, but 
in particular working time adaptations. These, as will be explained fully in 
the next chapter, were strongly encouraged by both government exhorta- 
tion and legal changes; indeed legislation in 1993 and, above all, the 
“Robien” law of 1996 and its attendant financial incentives were to herald a 
veritable explosion of agreements signed at the company level that re- 
duced working time — either to stem redundancies or create new posts. 

Administrative control of the overall process of establishing a “plan 
social”(for firms that had more than 50 employees) is exercised in France 
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by the DDTE which has the legal authority to verify the existence, confor- 
mity to law, and application of the plan. The “Aubry law” of January 27, 
1993 (named after Martine Aubry, the Ministre du travail at that period) 
introduced a radical innovation. It tried to tighten up controls by stipulat- 
ing that when the plan was judged insufficient (or absent), the courts could 
render the redundancy process null and void. The DDTE remained the 
main organ of control as before, but now, and even if the latter body raised 
no formal objections, worker representatives could appeal through the 
courts for a nullity decision, enforce compliance on the part of the firm, and 
eventually obtain the drawing up of a better plan. 

Between 1993 and 1997, such control was exercised with sometimes 
spectacular results. Of approximately 4,000 social plans in 1 994 for example — 
a number that reveals the huge extent of downsizing in that year — 120 
were rejected in the courts, perhaps a small proportion but of considerable 
psychological weight, especially in view of the national attention accorded 
to some (Vidalie, 1994). Throughout the period, courts were called upon to 
settle a number of disputed procedures and “plans,” and this was under 
some political and social pressure, given the disastrously rising unemploy- 
ment figures and the periodic loss of patience of governments (and the two 
Presidents of the Republic, Ms. Mitterand and Chirac) with employers’ 
handling of “downsizing.” 

1.2. Legal Clarification of Rights and Obligations in Downsizing 

The courts have in fact been called upon to tackle six kinds of prob- 
lems that arose: 

1. The alleged poor quality of the information on the “why and 
how” of restmcturing provided to the CE, the works council, by 
employers and their HR staff. 

2. Bypassing the law with redundancies that are carried out for 
numbers of employees under the legal threshold of 10 employees, 
but in repetition (for example in multiple “packets” of nine 
workers). 

3. Doubts about the validity, feasibility, and equity of the different 
elements of the “plan social” proposed by the employer. 

4. Concern over the implications of proposed substantial modifica- 
tions to existing contracts of employment. 

5. Clarification of the order of redundancies and the plans for re- 
deploying workers. 

6. Reinstatement and compensation of employees made redundant 
through “plans sociaux” judged legally unacceptable. 
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A substantial jurisprudence has developed around these issues in 
recent years, some of which it is important to explain. In the case of point 1 
(poor information to the CE), two judgments in 1993 were significant; these 
concerned the bank, the Credit du Nord, on one hand, and IBM France on 
the other (Le juge, les restructurations, 1994). Both companies were forbid- 
den by the courts from proceeding with their plans (involving 2,900 redun- 
dancies in the case of IBM) until more detailed quantitative data on their 
respective economic situations were made available to the CE so that they 
might give their own analyses; the redundancy procedures thus had to be 
rethought and recommenced. 

The case of the company SG2 (a subsidiary of the bank the Societe 
Generale) sheds light on the issue of repetitive small number redundancies 
(point 2). SG2 planned for three “packets” of redundancies (9, 9, and 6 
employees) on the dates June 4, July 21, and September 30, 1993. The 
courts, following action by the CE, mled that if more than 10 employees 
were made redundant in any 3 month period (even in repeated small 
batches of less than 10), then any further redundancies in the following 3 
month period would have to be governed by the rules for batches of more 
than 10 workers. At SG2, the final six thus fell under this rule, contrary to 
the view of the employer. 

With regard to the feasibility and equity of plans sociaux (point 3), that 
proposed by champagne producer Moet et Chandon (of the Groupe 
LVMH, world number one in luxury goods) for 245 redundancies became 
a much publicized casualty of judicial clarification; the Court of Appeal in 
the city of Reims on November 24,1993 confirmed its nullity (even though 
there was no criticism from the DDTE, duly informed of the plan’s content) 
and found that (1) the proposed measures for redeploying and reclassify- 
ing employees were imprecise and weak, given the state of internal and 
external labor markets, and (2) the financial health of the group did not 
justify the state aid which had been demanded to help with other mea- 
sures such as outplacement. Decisions along similar lines followed for 
firms such as Sabla (building and construction), Potain (cranes), MSC (sea 
freight), Eurodisney, La Samaritaine (department store), Bull (computing), 
Givaudan-Roure (perfumes), Danone (food industry), and others. 

In the fourth type of case, the issue was whether an employer should 
have to provide a formal “plan social” if it “modifies substantially” the 
contracts of employees. In the context of restmcturing the company, Fra- 
matome wanted to move two offices (24 workers in total) to its Paris 
branch from the west of France and thus informed the CE as required. 
However, nine employees refused this substantial change, and the firm 
made them redundant, following the (lighter) legal procedure for fewer 
than 10 employees. The courts mled that because the contracts of 24 
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employees were being substantially modified by the restructuring — with 
the clear possibility of job loss — and because redundancies had already 
been decided, a formal plan social should be prepared. Framatome lost its 
appeal against this decision (in a ruling of the Appeal Court, the “Cour de 
cassation” on December 3,1996) — perhaps surprisingly given the discrep- 
ancy between the figure of nine redundancies and the usually much bigger 
numbers involved in formal “plans sociaux.” 

The final type of legal decision turned out to be something of a “bomb- 
shell” for French employers. It involved the case of the famous department 
store “La Samaritaine,” situated on the right bank of the Seine in Paris. The 
company implemented a plan social in 1993, thereby making 121 em- 
ployees redundant, but this was subsequently judged null and void by the 
courts under the terms specified by the “Aubry amendment” of 1993 
mentioned earlier. In fact the firm was found negligent in failing to indicate 
precisely the nature of the posts to be eliminated and in not specifying 
measures alternative to dismissal. La Samaritaine appealed when former 
workers demanded the right to be reinstated, but the “Cour de cassation” 
(the Appeal Court) ruled against the company on February 13,1997 speci- 
fying that such employees would have to be taken back on the payroll and 
in some cases, compensated for loss of earnings. The firm in fact subse- 
quently reached an agreement with unions on these two questions (in 
April 1997) and in the end, 14 employees were reinstated — as far as was 
possible in posts and at pay levels similar to those held at redundancy, as 
the accord specified — and were compensated for their loss of pay between 
1993 and 1997. In upholding the right of redundant workers to reinstate- 
ment and compensation, a dramatic precedent was thus set with serious 
implications for employers — on one hand, opening up the possibility of 
substantial and widespread claims against them, and on the other, the 
increased involvement of the judiciary in judgment of the qualify of down- 
sizing management. 

Generally, it is clear from all of this judicial activity that if the action of 
the state in recent years has been to try to use the law to push companies 
toward a more proactive HR in their approach to redundancies and down- 
sizing, then considerable clarification of the respective rights and obliga- 
tions of employer and employee alike has been necessary. This clarification 
has clearly been cmcial for both the defense of the interests of different 
groups of French employees and also for fixing the limits to the freedoms 
available to employers in their downsizing practices. Many firms have 
deeply resented what they see as successive intmsions into their liberty to 
“hire and fire,” but others have willingly accepted the legal specifications 
as part of their social responsibilities. Reflecting this, the patronat have 
been, and still are, profoundly divided over the frmdamental question of 
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the real need for a legally prescribed and controlled “plan social” and its 
uses. 

For their part, HR directors — charged with the enormous task of 
drawing up and implementing plans — ^have naturally found themselves 
in a difficult position, caught between the type of logic of “social respon- 
sibility” embodied in the law and the logic of reducing the head count 
embodied in many company financial strategies. Such clashes of principle 
naturally often reflect wider ideologically rooted differences over the ap- 
propriate role of the state and the law in regulating company activities in a 
market economy. However, they also need to be read against the context of 
beliefs about the overall responsibility for poverty and “social exclusion,” 
high on the French political and moral agenda. In the late 1990s, France 
now seems at a crucial turning point. Because of a system of complex and 
intricate labor legislation (described in previous chapters) and still high 
unemployment, more neoliberal voices are being given a new credibility, 
even within the Socialist government, and what some on the political right 
call the “sacred cows” of the French “social democratic model” (relatively 
strong nationalization, minimum wages, a substantial and “protected” 
public sector, etc.) are coming under threat. We will consider these impor- 
tant issues in some detail in Chapter 7 which discusses the broader impli- 
cations of a “crisis in work” in the country. 

1.3. The Paradoxes of “State- Assisted” Downsizing 

However, over and above this issue of a clash of basic principles, there 
remains another cmcial one which has so far been left on the side, the 
potential abuses of a system that relies on state aid and the perverse effects 
on company behavior that it can unexpectedly produce. Much debate in 
recent years has centered on this issue, and critics of French procedures 
argue that they actually make redundancies attractive by diminishing the 
firm’s financial commitment relative to that of the state. Thus, government 
aid may help employee redeployment and avoid bratal layoffs, but it 
also has the paradoxical effect of encouraging downsizing — if the state is 
footing much of the bill, unscrupulous (or perhaps “rational”?) companies 
will profit from this, and public money will substantially pay for their 
restructuring. 

In a simulation of a downsizing of one-quarter of an imaginary work- 
force (from 800 to 600 workers), Steinmann (1996) in his provocative piece 
of journalism shows that by judicious use of state funds helping early 
retirements (FNE), enterprise creations, reconversions (conges de conver- 
sion), and redeployments, an imaginary company could easily be “in 
profit” — ^thanks to overall gains in the wage bill offsetting its own layout — 
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just one year after the “plan social” was implemented! Clearly, at this point 
one might well say “well, so much the better,” but the fact remains that 
such a relative absence of financial “pain” in the downsizing process may 
well encourage precipitate and cynical action that is neither beneficial for 
firms (they can suffer unanticipated skill losses and worsening social 
climate and motivation) nor for employees (they might have remained in 
post or in a healthier working climate), despite the “good return on 
investment” of the plan social. 

Added to this is another criticism — after making employees redun- 
dant with state aid, then some companies shortly afterward proceed to 
recruit, again with state aid! As Steinmann (1996) again notes, this is not 
prohibited if the recruitments are to “new” posts with different grades — 
nothing stops a firm from making 400 managers redundant and then 
recruiting 400 engineers, all with state aid, where feasible. Given the 
difficulties of the labor administration in checking on such fraudulent use 
of aid, only the works council and the unions remain as effective auditors, 
and their powers and information are naturally limited. Because of this, it 
is likely that administrative control over “plans sociaux” will be tightened 
further, although this remains highly controversial. Already the use of 
early retirements by companies — ^very attractive to them because of the 
high proportion of FNE aid — has been rendered more difficult (access 
raised from the age of 56 to 57, for example), and the accent is being placed 
on phased, more long-term, “progressive” procedures. 

Two cases illustrate in more detail the problems involved here — on 
one hand, that of Moulinex, the manufacturer of household appliances, 
and on the other, that of the two principal French automobile producers, 
Renault and Peugeot. Moulinex made headline news in 1996 by announc- 
ing the necessity of the definitive closure of two factories in Normandy (at 
Mamers and Argentan); this involved 1,468 outright redundancies. Con- 
siderable union outrage and employee protest was followed by govern- 
ment consternation — given the soaring national unemployment figures — 
and then a six-month period of negotiation by top managers with six 
unions. This led to an agreement signed by all of the latter except the union 
CGT (on January 27,1997) on a restructuring plan called the “Plan de re- 
conquete de la performance” that specified two main measures to avoid 
redundancies: first, the early retirement of 718 employees of 56 years of age 
(funded by the state’s FNE monies) and second, measures for a 15% 
reduction in working time (from 39 to 33.15 hours per week) accompanied 
by a reduction in salaries and wages to 97.2% of the precrisis level. The 
latter was funded by state help in the form of a reduction of the social 
charges paid to the government by Moulinex made possible by the “Ro- 
bien law” (described in detail in the next chapter). 
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However, one year after this agreement was signed and hailed by 
most commentators as a victory for all parties, the poor financial position 
of the company had undergone a spectacular reversal and with this a 
number of commentators had begun to raise interesting questions about 
the behavior of the firm during the previous 12 month period. Lemaitre 
(1997), for example, points out that Moulinex began to recruit temporary 
workers on a massive scale during the summer of 1997 (more than 1000 
workers in fact) as sales picked up, and asks very pertinently whether the 
taxpayer could not legitimately demand that early-retired staff and also 
those still awaiting redeployment on certain sites (for these cases still exist) 
be taken back on the payroll. In the case of Moulinex — ^not an isolated one, 
it should be added — ^the taxpayer seems to be funding the “external flexi- 
bilities” of the firm, flexibilities depending on a net increase in “nonstan- 
dard contract” work with low employment security. Is this an appropriate 
destination for public money? Should not government funding in such 
situations be made more closely conditional on the extent of subsequent 
company financial recovery? 

Slightly different concerns emerge in the context of a much more 
detailed examination by the “Cours des Comptes,” an important public 
spending “watchdog,” of the use by Renault and Peugeot of state funding 
of early retirements through the FNE, the “Ponds nationale pour I’em- 
ploi.” 1 have already mentioned how important these funds were in the 
process of restmcturing the iron and steel industry in the 1980s. The 1997 
report of the Cour (L‘accompagnement par I’etat, 1997) — echoing uncer- 
tainties which had already been outlined in their report of 1989 — was 
particularly critical of the way this public money had been used over the 
years. The essential criticism concerned the proportion of FNE funded 
early retirements within the envelope of measures proposed in their suc- 
cessive “plans sociaux”; this far outweighed that of “inplacements” devel- 
oped by the two companies. Between 1990 and 1995, an extremely high 
proportion (45.5%) of the total of 24,588 workers affected left the firms 
through early retirements. 

The report considered that “state-assisted” measures that facilitated 
the removal of older workers had been preferred by the two car producers 
essentially because this was an inexpensive and convenient way of modi- 
fying the age pyramids of different plants while avoiding the bad publicity 
of more brutal methods. Also avoided, inter alia, was the need to produce 
imaginative and rapid solutions based on internal redeployment and re- 
training. Once again, we have a potentially perverse side of the French 
“downsizing system” — large companies close to the state succeed in using 
the taxpayer’s money to fund, to excess, measures of HR convenience. 

The problem here, however, lies not only in the zeal of companies to 
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use public money (a perhaps understandable attitude) but also in the am- 
biguities and changes in the governmental position over time, as the Cour 
des Comptes remarks; companies are encouraged at one period to use 
early retirements to the maximum and then later on are actively discour- 
aged from doing so. Furthermore, examination of the actual behavior of 
different ministries and departments involved in administering the FNE 
leads the Cour des Comptes to the view that adequate state control of the 
funds and adequate equity in their distribution has never really been 
achieved — during 5 years, a mere 12 companies had the lion’s share (two- 
thirds) of the FNE money devoted to early retirements, for example. No 
wonder that, in the context of the 1998 budget, the Ministry for the Econ- 
omy, Finance and Industry counted on financing a reduced number of 
early retirements — a drop from 30,000 to 20,000 (Bezat, 1997). 

It is extremely difficult to draw up a “balance sheet” of French legally 
structured downsizing for a rational evaluation. It is one thing to analyze 
the use of state funds in terms of principles of equitable distribution and 
adequate control, as the Cour des Comptes has done, but quite another to 
determine the overall costs and benefits of legal constraints on redundancy 
management. The costs of redundancy are felt most immediately at both 
individual and local community levels, whereas the benefits of downsiz- 
ing to companies are of a quite different order, when they are forthcoming. 
The movements of capital investment across regions can make the employ- 
ment losses of one community the gains of another, as in delocalization. 
Thus, evaluation has to be framed at a number of different levels — ^the 
individual, company, local community, and society — and the last is clearly 
the most problematic. The unending debates in academic economics over 
the causal relationships between downsizing controls (seen as a form of 
employment protection and labor market “rigidity”) and unemployment 
levels in different countries illustrate this; there seems to be no “scien- 
tific” consensus at all on causality (Bentolila & Bertola, 1990; Nickell, 1997; 
Blank, 1997). 

However, with regard to the other levels of analysis, it is clearly 
possible to argue that the legal structuring of downsizing has avoided 
leaving groups of individuals and whole communities to the ravages of 
large-scale unemployment, as Bosch (1992) has done in his positive appre- 
ciation of the French management of restructuring in the steel and coal 
industries, and it is also possible to trace the biographies of individuals 
who, through outplacement and “reconversion,” were not tipped upon the 
employment rubbish heap. In this very important sense — witheference 
to clear social costs and hardships — legislated downsizing controls can 
indeed control “worst practices” in redundancy management, to some 
extent. This is my own position. However, as we shall see in the next 
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section, the internationalization of business and contemporary practices of 
company rationalization force us more and more to look beyond national 
provisions of control to consider the evolution of supranational levels of 
employment negotiation and protection. 



2. FRENCH MULTINATIONALS, NEGOTIATED 

RESTRUCTURING, AND EUROPEAN INDUSTRIAL 
RELATIONS: A TALE OF TWO COMPANIES 

Historically, French multinationals have had an important place in 
constituting potential “role models” for European community thinking on 
restructuring and downsizing practice, particularly regarding participa- 
tive and negotiated methods of implementation involving works councils 
and employee representatives. The French concept of a negotiated social 
plan has had important influence here which is not often emphasized. 
Indeed, the practices of companies such as Danone (once BSN) in consti- 
tuting international works councils to negotiate organizational change 
strongly influenced community proposals for the obligatory adoption of 
European works councils (EWCs) in multinationals, embodied in the com- 
munity legislation of September 1994. Danone constituted its own interna- 
tional council as far back as 1987 but between 1972 and 1981, in the glass 
containers sector of its operations, had already experimented with a “Eu- 
ropean Information Commission” that brought together union representa- 
tives from its French, Belgian, Dutch, German, and Austrian plants 
(Danone, 1997). 

We shall return to Danone later. For the moment, I would like to 
consider the contrasting case of Renault, particularly the controversies and 
issues highlighted by the company’s recent handling of downsizing in the 
context of a “rationalization” of European production which was aimed, 
apart from cost reductions, at concentrating the production of specific 
models of vehicles on single sites. Part of the downsizing strategy involved 
closing an entire plant at Vilvoorde in Belgium — ^the explosion of contro- 
versy that followed produced the first “Eurostrike” that united the 
workers of the company across the continent and also a whole series of 
other impacts of some importance for both negotiated restructuring and 
industrial relations. 

First of all, it is important to outline the unfolding of the major events 
themselves: 

Febmary 27, 1997 — Renault announces the closure of the plant in 
Vilvoorde, which employs 3,100 persons who work on the Me- 
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gane (an extremely successful car), and stresses the place of this 
decision within a broader downsizing effort. Widespread aston- 
ishment and (in Belgium above all) considerable anger greets this 
announcement. Strike at Vilvoorde announced. 

March 4, 1997 — Renault announces another redundancy plan, a “plan 
social, ” for 2764 jobs in plants in France. 

March 5-6,1997 — Van Miert (of Ihe European Commission on Com- 
pelilion) and Santer (the President of the European Commission) 
condemn Renault’s management of the Belgian closure. 

March 11, 1997 — Condemnation of Ihe firm by French and Belgian 
Bishops and by King Albert. 

March 16,1997 — Demonslralion by 100,000 in Brussels in defense of 
jobs and a more socially responsible Europe. Presence of nu- 
merous French opposilion polilicians. 

April 14,1997 — Work reslarts al Vilvoorde, bul employees vole (69% 
in favor) to block 4000 vehicles in the factory. 

June 10,1997 — The Renaull board announces Ihe nomination of an 
external consultant to reexamine the downsizing decision; in this 
the firm gives a gesture of goodwill to Lionel Jospin, the newly 
elected French (Socialist) Prime Minister, who had announced his 
intention to pressurize Renault on the issue during his election 
campaign. 

June 28,1997 — Confirmation of the factory closure coincides with an 
external consultant’s broad support for Renault’s decision. 

July 22,1997 — 9270 of workers at Vilvoorde vote in favor of a union- 
negotiated agreement on redundancy, early retirement, and re- 
deployment. A feature of this is lowering the early retirement age 
to an unprecedented 48(!). 

September 4,1997 — The last vehicle at Vilvoorde comes off the line, 
and the employee outplacement and redeployment organisms 
set up at the plant begin their work. 

February 1998 — At this date, 171 workers are employed in new activ- 
ities for Renault Industrie Belgique (RIB). Out of 3097 employees, 
1139 are in “chomage economique de longue duree” (temporarily 
laid off, long term); the remainder have been redeployed in other 
firms by RIB, are now in early retirement, or have found other 
employers on their own (Chabert, 1998). 

The lessons of this rather sorry and perplexing series of events are 
multiple. To begin with, it is clear that despite the existence of a bona fide 
European works council and a history of extensive union-management 
negotiation over restmcturing — for Renault had both it must be stressed — 
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European multinationals can still restructure “by force” should they so 
wish. The earlier “social dumping” case of Hoover that delocalized its 
activities to Scotland to obtain the benefits of lower wage costs is a re- 
minder of this reality. However, the Renault case illustrates just how high 
the social and economic costs of such uses of force can be; a clear worsen- 
ing of public image with possible effects on sales, the poisoning of indus- 
trial relations and the creation of new — and potentially unmanageable — 
industrial relations actors on a pan-European level are just two of the most 
important. In addition, there are the impacts of the long social conflict on 
the process of downsizing itself — Vilvoorde was 95% unionized, and the 
majority union had substantial political and public support behind it and 
was able to invest considerable amounts of energy and money in the 
conflict with Renault management, the result of which was a considerably 
more complex and costly negotiated “plan social” than otherwise might 
have been agreed to. In the final accord, Renault was forced to accept the 
very costly maintenance of 400 workers on the site; during the lengthy 
negotiations the union came to realize that the number of employees who 
would be very difficult to “outplace” was much larger than first thought. 

Second, added to these social costs were legal and political impacts of 
a quite unprecedented nature. These have highlighted the risks that 
“forced” downsizings present for the European-based “community of 
multinationals” as a whole. The rapid involvement of both the Belgian and 
French governments in the affair was soon followed by proposals for legal 
changes increasing the institutional constraints on company restmcturing. 

In Belgium, a law was enacted on January 15,1998 that considerably tight- 
ened employer’s obligations regarding information provision and consul- 
tation with employees — thenceforth the employer would have to furnish 
written documents to the works council and employee representatives 
specifying its intention to make redundancies and enabling them to for- 
mulate alternative downsizing proposals. After this process, the company 
would have to notify the labor administration of its final decisions and 
then obtain approval. Possible penalties envisaged against recalcitrant 
employers involved the obligation to return to the payroll (or keep on) 
those employees targeted for redundancy — applied to the case of Renault 
and Vilvoorde, this would have cost the firm 200 million francs (approxi- 
mately €20 million sterling or 33 million U.S. dollars). The Belgian govern- 
ment could also demand reimbursement of all state aid received by the 
company in the five years preceding its downsizing decision (Pinon, 1998; 
Restructurations d’entreprises en Europe, 1998)! In addition, the CEO of Re- 
nault, Louis Schweitzer, was himself prosecuted in Belgium at the begin- 
ning of 1998 for breaking Belgian law on collective bargaining agreements — 
a further slap in the face for the company. 
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However, it was in France that legal impacts were to be most far 
reaching, and an important precedent was set by the decisions of the Court 
the “Tribunal de grande instance” of Nanterre and by (after appeal) the 
Court of Appeal of Versailles. For the first time in French law, these 
recognized the fundamental nature of the employer’s obligation to respect 
consultative and informational procedures with a European works council 
(EWC) by sanctioning an employer. For Renault had not followed the rules 
expressed in its own accord of May 5, 1995 when its council had been 
constituted, in particular that detailed documents relating to downsizings 
be sent to the EWC eight days before meetings. Thus, French courts did not 
rule that closure of Vilvoorde was illegal — they could not — ^but that Re- 
nault’s violation of its own agreed EWC procedure was. This violation was 
seen in the judges’ rulings, more crucially, as a failure to recognize the 
fundamental consultative rights of employees, rights enshrined in both 
European community law and national law (Restmcturations d’entre- 
prises en Europe, 1998). 

The impacts of these rulings on Renault were to be in the direction of 
clarifying the procedures and mles governing the operation of its EWC 
and in resolving to give the latter a stronger role well in advance of major 
restructuring decisions — aleast as expressed in the recorded statements 
of intention of M. Sciberras, the Head of Union Relations and Labor Law at 
the firm (Restructurations d’entreprises, 1998). With regard to broader im- 
pacts, French law was to find other “guilty” multinationals — for example, 
the U.S. firm Otis Elevator was condemned on January 7,1998 in a decision 
similar to that against Renault for failing to inform and consult its EWC (as 
the accord of May 1996 required) four weeks before a restmcturing deci- 
sion that entailed closing its offices in Paris (Aizicovici, 1998). 

Thus, multinationals based in France that consider downsizings are 
likely to be more and more constrained (by national law) to respect down- 
sizing procedures that have their origins in European community law 
regarding the institution of cross-national works councils (EWCs). But as 
Schulten (1996) argued in his comprehensive review of the content of EWC 
accords, actual company behavior toward, and use of, EWCs will depend 
on a lot more than legal rulings in different countries; the quality of 
international union cooperation, the level of union business and legal 
expertise, and the willingness of the multinational to make the EWC a real 
agent in its employment relations and HR policies are all crucial factors 
whose interaction is determinant. Nonetheless, national legal rulings such 
as those in France, just discussed, can play a powerful role both in calling 
companies to order to respect their undertakings and in legitimating the 
EWC as a serious industrial relations mechanism. 

In this respect, the French food industry giant Danone affords an 
interesting contrast with Renault because of its historical concern, as a 
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multinational, to use union-management councils as international mecha- 
nisms for coordinating employment relations. This firm (known before 
July 1994 as BSN) has in fact always prided itself on its commitment to 
consensual and innovative practices in both personnel management and 
industrial relations. It may be recalled that the PM of 1986 Jacques Chirac 
appealed to its CEO Antoine Riboud to provide modem and progressive 
“benchmark” principles for managing the delicate processes of technolog- 
ical change — as shown in Chapter 2. With regard to restmcturing in 
particular, the company has facilitated the involvement of union represen- 
tatives in a EWC type body ever since 1988 and thus has been well in 
advance of European directives, but experimentation with international 
“information commissions” started as long ago as 1972, according to inter- 
nal company documents (Danone, 1997). 

Analysis of data in this material along with interviews with CFDT 
food industry union representatives in Paris (Ms. Kapp and Laurent) 
suggest that Danone has consistently sought to develop a “strategic” 
approach to company downsizing by articulating principles through ne- 
gotiation with the international food industry union the “Union intema- 
tionale des travailleurs de 1’ alimentation” (UITA). These principles are 
then used as a guide for local negotiated agreements when plants are at 
risk or closings decided. They advocate a hierarchy of measures to avoid 
outright layoffs when closure is deemed economically necessary by top 
management: 

• early retirement and retirement measures 

• redeployment in other Danone plants 

• assisted redeployment in other firms, particularly those encour- 

• aged by Danone to start up on the site being left 

• overall “reindustrialization” of the site 

• redundancy payments. 

Thus, Danone has been very concerned to spread a common broad 
HR strategy for handling downsizing throughout its operations in differ- 
ent countries while allowing adaptation to local organizational and em- 
ployment conditions. Continuity in policies on remuneration, careers, and 
training aimed at local industry leadership have created a generally very 
solid reputation for personnel management excellence and good industrial 
relations, and this has enabled the firm to maintain tight control over the 
social climate in its plants so as to preserve constant high product quality 
and good brand image — vital in the food industry for obvious reasons. 

Thus, although Danone has eliminated more jobs in the past three 
decades than it has created — as the major unions are quick to point out, 
citing the Kronenbourg breweries as a black spot — ^this has generally been 
handled without major social conflict and without sapping the commit- 
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ment of employee “survivors” (according to the union CFDT). Since 1990, 
the firm has used a specialized unit called “Initiatives” to handle outplace- 
ments, redeployments, and site redevelopment whose avowed objective is 
“zero chomeurs” (no unemployed). In a recent case of closure in Brittany 
that caused some consternation because of high local unemployment 
levels, the unit paid 5000 francs (833 dollars) per head for costs of em- 
ployee retraining to the plastics firm which had been found to redevelop 
the site and take on ex-Danone employees. Along with other measures, a 
negotiated package was produced that was sensitive to individual and 
local contingencies while respecting prior internationally agreed upon 
principles and aims. In this respect, Danone has fully embraced the “ac- 
cepting full responsibility for employees” policy identified by authors 
such as Cameron, Freeman, and Mishra (1991) as one of six crucial bench- 
marks in downsizing “best practice.” However, it needs to be emphasized 
that the firm has also achieved somefhing barely evoked by fhese Ameri- 
can researchers buf vifal in the European context — ^preserving a dynamic 
and constructive climate of industrial relations enabling social planning and 
negotiated downsizing. 

Overall, then, although the Renault case reveals the urgent need for 
negotiated principles and codes of conduct on an international level, Da- 
none’s history reveals what can be done when they are clearly formulated 
at the corporate center, successfully negotiated internationally with unions, 
and then used to raise the level of imagination and efficiency of downsiz- 
ing management at the local level. In this way Danone “exports” French 
rights in areas such as training and redeployment to its operations in other 
countries (like the United Kingdom) which have weaker provisions — in 
this sense the firm represents an extremely able and experienced industrial 
ambassador of the French interpretation of “social Europe.” 



CONCLUSION 

How should French downsizing practices be judged? In this conclu- 
sion, I want to tackle two questions related to this one: first of all, can we 
speak of “best practice” in this area of management, and second, what 
lessons can be learned from French experience? 

1. “Besf Practice” in Downsizing? 

To begin wifh, it must be noted that with regard to solid knowledge of 
downsizing processes and of their overall conditions of success, we have a 
research base which is anything but rich; relatively few detailed studies 
exist. One of the spurs to them has been the message of national surveys in 
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the United States on the relations between downsizing and subsequent 
“return to health” of firms that use the strategy. Work by Henkoff (1990) 
and Koretz (1994) showed lhal only 50% of responding firms reported 
improved efficiency after downsizing surgery — ^nol an encouraging pro- 
portion al all. These poor resulls were confirmed in Cascio’s (1993) review 
of sludies on Ihe issue. However in Ihe few available longiludinal sludies 
of implemenlalion, some managemenl researchers have indeed fried lo 
identify “besl praclices” lo guide praclilioners. Among Ihese are McCune 
(1988) and, more recenlly, Cameron, Freeman, and Mishra (1991), Freeman 
and Cameron (1993), Cameron (1994), and Cameron, Sufton, and Wheften 
(1994). 

The Iasi cited is Ihe more complete sludy and focuses on Ihe reduction 
of Ihe white-collar workforce in 30 eslablishmenls in Ihe US. automobile 
induslry during a period of 5 years. All of Ihe firms implemented down- 
sizing to lackle signs of crisis — loss of markel share or profilabilily, en- 
Irance of a lower cosl competitor, or a parenl company mandate. Correla- 
tions belween Ihe use of particular implemenlalion procedures and 
rigorous measures of eslablishmenl effectiveness were sought Only four 
of Ihe Ihirly organizations reported really significanl improvemenls in 
effectiveness, a proportion much worse lhan Ihe 50% cited earlier from 
nationwide surveys. However, in Ihese four, six specific slralegies for 
implemenlalion were all presenl, whereas Ihey were absenl or sparse in 
Ihe ineffective and averagely effective planls. This leads Ihe aulhors to 
posil a “configuration” Ihesis — ^Ihe combined presence of Ihe six policies 
in a coherenl sel or bundle conslilules besl practice in downsizing. These 
were Ihe six practices: 

1. Initiate downsizing from Ihe top wilh firm, clear, and consullalive 
leadership. Attribute Ihe precise redesign of jobs and unils to 
accounlable groups of employees charged wilh work process 
analysis and external comparisons (“benchmarking”). 

2. Implemenl culbacks in Ihe short term across Ihe board (for all) 
equilably so as to signal Ihe urgenl need for collective effort, bul 
also implemenl long-term and systematic organizational redesign 
and “cullural” change. 

3. Accepl responsibilily for Ihe placemenl, counseling, relocation 
expenses, and sponsoring (to olher employers) of Ihose losing 
Iheir jobs while also paying special attention by human resources 
practices such as Iraining to Ihe psychological difficulties posed 
by Ihe Iransilion to Ihose who remain wilh Ihe firm. 

4. Implemenl downsizing externally — ^by analyzing and slreamlin- 
ing relations wilh partners, suppliers, and dislribulors — as well 
as internally. 
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5. Aim to produce “specialized, flexible, loosely coupled units, and 
at the same time produce generalized, coordinated, centralized 
units” (ibid, p. 66) That is to say, combine decentralization to 
strategic business units with strong corporate rationalization of 
costly and dispersed services (e.g., information systems) and 
strong corporate control. 

6. Use downsizing for short-term and medium-term ends, but also 
propagate a mentality of “continuous improvement” (after the 
Japanese “Kaizen” and TQM) favoring a view of downsizing as a 
permanent and ever present end in itself. 

What is the meaning of these proposals and their status as recommen- 
dations? A first point is obvious, but fundamental, concerning their overall 
applicability. Clearly, they are sector specific in derivation — wq are dealing 
with manufacturing firms in an industry by now well versed in the pro- 
cesses of restmcturing; this was begun back in the second half of the 1970s. 
Attacked again and again by Japanese competition in the 1980s, we can 
speak of “waves” of restructuring in the automotive industry and thus of 
many firms well acquainted with crises. Furthermore, such companies, as 
the authors themselves point out — benefit from years of performance 
research and benchmarking that centered on productivity and (above all) 
quality strategy: principles, programs, targets, etc. In a sense, then, it is not 
at all surprising to find that the six practices are used in the sector — what is 
perhaps more surprising is the high proportion of firms that fail to com- 
bine them successfully or use only one or two of them. Among other 
differences, leadership has an obviously key role here. 

It follows that the extent to which a given company combines strate- 
gies such as these six and also the extent to which short-term workforce 
reduction is complemented by medium and long-term organization re- 
design and culture change will depend on sector-specific conditions of 
learning, in particular, the availability of techniques and “role models” and 
the way managerial knowledge regarding downsizing is circulated. Such 
conditions are relatively neglected in the literature on strategy choice as 
regards downsizing (Greenhalgh, Lawrence, & Sutton, 1988). Responses to 
crisis will, of course, be mediated by both the cognitive frameworks of 
decision-makers and firm-specific norms in business and HRM strategy 
and also by sector level restructuring experience. Thus the actual appli- 
cability of Cameron, Freeman, and Mishra’s six strategies, six elements of 
“best practice,” will depend on the presence of conditions of organiza- 
tional learning similar to those in their sector (the automobile industry). 

Similarly, it can be argued that the likelihood that one specific plant 
develops such downsizing strategies will depend on particular organiza- 
tional contingencies. This is clear for each of the policies. Generally, it 
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seems probable that three organizational conditions will favor the use of 
the six: 

A. A history of successful employee involvement in job and organiza- 
tion redesign (particularly important for practices 1 and 2 con- 
cerned with a participative method). 

B. A history of successful human resources planning and employee 
placement (important for 3. Concerned with personnel support 
systems). 

C. Leadership (at both plant and corporate level) that is 

(i) willing to plan for and invest in minimizing the human costs 
of downsizing and 

(ii) willing to, and capable of, “marketing” the radical cultural 
changes necessary within the workforce (vital for 1, 2, 3, 
and 6). 

Arguably, only when these conditions are present will there be a real 
chance of Cameron et al.’s “best practices” emerging. Take the leadership 
condition (C). Cameron et al. are relatively silent about (C)(i) and (C)(ii), 
but these aspects of the mentalities of top leadership coalitions in the firm 
can be considered cmcial to the direction of change. On one hand, the 
scope of leaders’ notions of their responsibility for human costs, partic- 
ularly in countries like the United States and the United Kingdom where 
legislation covering layoffs is limited, is a key determinant of the form of 
downsizing strategy, and on the other hand, willingness to “sell” unpopu- 
lar and radical upheavals will obviously condition the compliance of 
employees to a process that typically provokes stress, insecurity, anxiety, 
and (perhaps) guilt in large measure (Brockner, 1988). Indeed, if I used the 
terms “selling” and “marketing,” then this highlights the delicate and 
controversial nature of strategy number 6. We are told by Cameron et al. 
that leaders of the most effective downsizers (those who use all six poli- 
cies) refused, in their communication with employees, to interpret down- 
sizing “as an admission of failure or weakness.” On the contrary, they 
presented it positively as just one element of an overall productivity and 
quality improvement strategy — TQM and continuous improvement form 
the “theoretical” framework. Thus, downsizing is legitimated and pre- 
sented as inevitable, now and in the future. The implications of this are far- 
reaching, and Cameron et al. are prepared to follow through, as they do 
when they declare that. 

In fact this study’s results suggest that downsizing should become a 
permanent and ongoing activity in organizations. Like fine-tuned athletes 
who constantly try to improve their performance, firms should be con- 
stantly looking for ways to improve efficiency through downsizing, (ibid, 
p. 71, emphasis in the original) 
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In this passage (and in the study generally) the moral dimension of 
layoffs is eliminated and there is also an interesting overt slide from the 
study’s finding that some effective firms present downsizing as part of a 
continuous quality improvement strategy to the judgment that its perma- 
nent use may be conducive to organizational health. The social implications of 
this latter proposition — one endorsed by others like Cascio (1993) — are 
troublesome to say the least. It is not just that the analogy with an athlete is 
a little facile, it is also that the meaning of working in this way — that is, 
with an acceptance that downsizing will always be looming its head in the 
future — is radically unclear. What kind of implicit “psychological con- 
tracf’ between employer and employee does this suggest? What expecta- 
tions of employees from their managers does this imply? 

Further, the “institutionalized downsizing” recommended by Cascio 
and Cameron et al. may be flatly contradictory to the motivational and HR 
requirements of TQM and “high-performance” practices, as they have 
been formulated in the auto and other industries and explored by re- 
searchers such as Lawler and his associates (Lawler & Bowen, 1992; Law- 
ler, 1992). Trae, during a certain period, outplacements, early retirements, 
and layoffs may well form part of a strategy of “rejuvenation,” but when 
this reaches its limits (in terms of costs and the retention of expertise), 
stability of in/outfiow will be necessary to build employee commitment 
and develop skills of work and quality analysis. The latter are the founda- 
tions of progress in TQM, not sophisticated technical indicators. Contin- 
uous improvement has a psychological and social price, one element of 
which is some — even limited — job security, even if considerable in-firm 
mobility is frequently demanded. If this price is not paid by the company, 
then it risks “demobilizing” the very intelligence and creativity on which 
TQM must feed, as empirical research has shown (Wilkinson et al. 1998). 
(Unfortunately many French companies also seem to see the risk as un- 
problematic; in September 1999, for example, Michelin France announced 
to the press, at the same time, record increases in profits and also extensive 
layoffs. This caused considerable controversy and sparked impromptu 
employee stoppages.) 

2. “Worst Practices” and Their Control 

There is also a second major reason for caution about the idea of “best 
practices” — ^the dependency of the idea itself on legal, institutional, and 
cultural conditions that differ among countries and continents. Most of our 
present knowledge of company strategies in this area takes for its context 
the relatively neoliberal circumstances of the Anglo-Saxon world in which 
law has limited influence over employer action regarding both HR plan- 
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ning for downsizing and the development of alternatives to downsizing. My 
view is that “learning across cultures” need not have recourse to the 
contentious idea of best practice but that it can help us with the moral and 
managerial dimensions of bad practices in downsizing. 

For example, Turnbull and Wass (1997) formulate damning criticisms 
of the short-termism and social insensitivity of redundancy management 
in the recent history of the U.K. steel, mining, and shipping industries. 
Their recommendation that “a statutory solution” constraining employers 
needs to be adopted in Britain reminds us that a lot could be learned from 
examining legally required redundancy programs similar to those used 
in France. It is true that laws per se do not change company behavior 
straightaway, and they are not — as the French would be the first to me- 
fully admit — some kind of miracle “answer” to downsizing and spiraling 
unemployment. Moreover, state-assisted “social plans,” as I suggested 
above, sometimes generate perverse and inconsidered company behavior 
if they are not effectively monitored. Arguably, however, in this particular 
area law can play the important role of stimulating HR innovations in 
planning and layoff avoidance and beginning the process of their diffu- 
sion, thus progressively changing the principles and practices of personnel 
management in a given country (as Cole (1989) showed in his study of the 
role of institutions in spreading a different kind of innovation — team 
work — in the United States, Sweden, and Japan). But it needs to be 
stressed that this depends on acceptance by the wider managerial and 
employee communities that the principles behind law reach some thresh- 
old of overall legitimacy; such a minimum consensus on principles has to 
be built and nurtured by institutions and active dialogue. (Just such legit- 
imacy seems absent at the moment in the area of legal changes to French 
working time, as we will see in the next chapter). 

Furthermore, there is a strong argument that legal control of “worst 
practices” in company downsizing is important both in basic terms of 
sparing individual human distress — a vital moral consideration — and 
also in progressively “raising the bar” for national HR standards. With 
respect to the latter, law can conceivably strengthen the position of the HR 
profession as a whole across a country and enable it to achieve the kind of 
appropriate equilibrium between the requirements of business strategies, 
on one hand, and the interests of employees and other stakeholders, on the 
other. Kochan (1997) has recently strongly argued for this in the US. 
context. Indeed, his view that HR practitioners have lost their indepen- 
dence and critical professionalism and have become afflicted by “profes- 
sional myopia” because of an overly inward attention to serving company 
business strategies, is compelling with cross-national application. It re- 
minds us strongly that managing the social costs of restmcturing is a 
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societal problem, a problem for regions and communities as well as com- 
panies, and that competent HR professionals, government, and social 
institutions all have a duty to work toward its effective and humane 
treatment. Different countries can learn from each others’ modes of man- 
aging these costs — just as they can learn from each other’s handling of 
poverty or of youth unemployment, for example — withoulnecessarily 
calling into question “national employment models” or appealing to man- 
agement models of “best practice.” 

However, it seems clear that both stem resolve in confronting recal- 
citrant groups in both management and labor and also long-term continu- 
ity of thinking at the level of government on the acceptable and unaccept- 
able faces of resfructuring are necessary for both effectively implementing 
and using such legislation — political and economic conditions not easily 
attainable. Perhaps, “social Europe” in European Community action can 
play a key role in providing some of the conditions necessary for this 
stability. With the Social Democrats (the SPD) in power in Germany, 
alongside Blair in the United Kingdom, and Jospin in France, it seems 
likely that democratic left-of-center thinking about business respon- 
sibilities will continue to dominate EEC thinking. However, a large part of 
the problem now stretches well beyond Europe, precisely because of 
changes in national and regional business systems, and more and more, 
this presents governments and businesses with difficult dilemmas. Many 
in both France and Europe would like to see the “Danone model” of 
downsizing management spread internationally, but it is clear that this will 
be a vain hope without institutional action. 

This problem was made clear to the French in October 1999 when the 
announcement of two spectacular downsizings coincided. First, in France 
Michelin published record profits and at the same time a plan to lay off 
7500 workers. This immediately caused a national furor. Then just after, 
Renault, controlling shareholder in Nissan since March 1999, announced 
an unprecedented 21,000 layoffs (along with plant closures) in Japan. The 
Jospin government’s embarrassment illustrated the dilemmas generated 
by the rapid internationalization of French capitalism — earlier, the Prime 
Minister stuck his neck out and encouraged French workers to protest 
vigorously against the Michelin decision; what would he recommend now 
to Japanese workers, given that the French state was still the majority 
shareholder in the downsizer Renault? Naturally, his attitude was quite 
different, and he refused to intervene in the affair and to back French trade 
unions’ calls to their Japanese auto worker colleagues to mobilize against 
Renault. 

In this way, governments are more and more caught in contradictions 
between the defense of indigenous employee national interests through 
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national law and the acceptance of multinational companies’ natural pre- 
rogative to redistribute resources across borders. The cooperation of na- 
tion states on issues of company restructuring faces limits because of these 
contradictions. Consequently, unless other institutions such as Interna- 
tional Works Councils are strengthened and generalized and unless inter- 
national union cooperation improves, it is difficult to see how monitoring 
and control of downsizing “worst practices” can be effected. Clearly, hope 
in the generalization of voluntary codes of ethics and business responsibil- 
ity will not be sufficient. 




6 

The Impact of New Flexibilities 
on Working Time and Contracts 



INTRODUCTION 

Ever since the late 1970s, a dominant feature of all Western economies has 
been the increasing decline of what has been called the “standard job.” 
Full-time, secure, and long-term employment has gradually diminished 
across both Europe and the United States as organizations have turned 
more and more to temporary, part-time, and fixed-term contracts. Self- 
employment, employee “leasing,” and subcontracting have also increased 
(Polivka, 1996; Sparrow & Marchington, 1998). These forms of “contingent 
and alternative work arrangements” have spread, and unemployment 
has also increased over the long term, but as Hammer and Barbera (1997) 
have noted, this is the result of a complex set of causes, as much social and 
demographic as economic. Increased social emphasis on leisure time, 
changes in the age and gender composition of the work force, the rise in 
services, and the corresponding relative decline in manufacturing, along 
with increased rapidity in skill obsolescence, have all contributed to call- 
ing “standard work” into question and sometimes also calling modem 
work per se into question. 

In the 1990s, mainly because of the scale and frequency of restmctur- 
ing and downsizing — considered in the previous chapter — and because of 
organizational pressures for employee flexibility on all levels (temporal, 
contractual, numerical, and functional/job), the questioning has deepened 
(Emmott & Hutchinson, 1998; Brewster, 1998). From time to time social 
conflicts, often by virtue of their unexpectedness, intensity, and publicity 
have — as in the recent one in the United States involving United Parcel 
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Service workers in the summer of 1997 — ^put the scrutiny of nonstandard 
work high on the public agenda (Clark, 1997). 

With regard to nonstandard uses of time and contracts, this examina- 
tion has itself tended to focus on a number of different but related ques- 
tions concerning the use and implications of flexibility: 

1. How are time and contract flexibilities changing employment and 
organizations qualitatively? Is it possible to discern the emer- 
gence of a model of the “flexible Arm” in which a core of skilled 
semipermanent and relatively secure employees is surrounded 
by a periphery of semiskilled or unskilled insecure contingent 
workers (Pollert, 1991)? If so, what are the positive and negative 
socioeconomic impacts of such an evolution? 

2. What are the implications for organizational effectiveness, cohe- 
sion, and climate of a continued reliance on nonstandard contracts 
in different types of Arms? How can a mix of flexibilities of 
standard, and nonstandard contracts be managed best? 

3. How does growing use of nonstandard contracts contribute to 
broader problems of societal importance such as the gender divi- 
sion of labor, continuing low pay and poverty, and social and 
employment insecurity? 

4. What political and legal measures (if any) are appropriate to 
tackle the more negative social dimensions of the spread of non- 
standard forms of work? 

5. What role in employment creation and preservation can modiflca- 
tion of standard weekly working hours play? 

6. Can reductions in hours modify and improve managerial work in 
the same way as nonmanagerial jobs? What are the implications 
of such reductions for motivation and efficiency at different levels 
of the organizational hierarchy? 

Naturally, just as the speed and depth of changes in employment 
relations have differed from national context to national context, so have 
the responses to these questions. There are crucial differences in national 
perceptions of the value of nonstandard work and of the role of the state 
and law in intervening in different types of company use of time and 
contract flexibility. Furthermore, within national communities, the range 
and quality of analyses of these issues is conditioned by the shifting 
patterns of political and social ideologies that “frame” flexibility in a 
particular manner, patterns that are as much related to the classical liberal- 
socialist divergences on economic intervention as they are to the perspec- 
tives of organized professional groups (Appay, 1997). These differences are 
historical and cultural products and as such have to be understood by 
study of the details of economic, cultural, and social history themselves, 
not by reference to lists of cultural values. 
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What then of the French experience of time and contract flexibilities 
and of French responses to these types of questions? What can be learned 
from them? In the previous chapter, dealing with downsizing in French 
companies, it was made clear that as the 1990s progressed, one of the 
principal components of the “plan social” — the central element of com- 
pany redundancy management programs — becamethe adaptation (and 
usually the reduction) of working time with a corresponding reduction of 
labor costs. A pan-European tendency, other countries also provided spec- 
tacular examples; Volkswagen in Germany was a notable and much pub- 
licized case; its 1994 “Contract Between the Generations” agreement with 
the major unions saved 30,000 jobs by diminishing the working week to 
28.8 hours and reducing wage costs by 15%. This played an important role 
in the economic recovery of the firm after 1995 (Gamjost & Blettner, 1996). 

The depth and scale of the recession in France between 1991 and 1998 
and the very high levels of unemployment that ensued (a peak of nearly 
13%) placed redundancy avoidance by adapting working time at the top of 
the socioeconomic and political agenda. Legislation coming from the polit- 
ical right (in particular, the “Robien law” of 1996, as we shall see) and 
government action from the left — in the form of a controversial commit- 
ment in 1997 to reducing full-time standard weekly hours from 39 to 35 by 
the year 2000 — stimulated already ongoing company experimentation 
with new time flexibilities. 

At the same time as this “temporal flexibility” was being adopted 
within French companies, “nonstandard” work contracts were also on the 
increase, and a considerable development of part-time, fixed-contract, and 
temporary work was taking place. This contractual flexibility would also 
substantially modify workplace relationships, as we shall see. In particu- 
lar, a high price would be paid in terms of increased employment inse- 
curity and “social exclusion.” 

This double movement of time and contract flexibility has been cru- 
cial to recent evolutions of employment relations and, more profoundly, to 
contemporary shifts in French perceptions of the meaning and value of 
paid work itself. The future evolution of the French model of employment 
depends as much on changes in the institutional and ideological condi- 
tions that underpin those perceptions as on company innovations in such 
flexibility. 



1. FRENCH INNOVATIONS IN USING WORKING TIME 

Debate on both the subject of working time and the future of the 
“standard job contract” has been going on in France for well over 15 
years — strongly stimulated by the work of brilliant authors such as Andre 
Gorz (1980,1988) dealing with the future of work and the diminution of 
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unemployment — ^but only relatively recently has the pace of actual com- 
pany experimentation increased substantially. 

In typical French manner, the state has frequently played a role in the 
innovation process. In fact, for some time it has sought to encourage the 
more flexible use of working time. In 1982, Socialist legislation crystallized 
an exchange on working time between the “social partners” already em- 
bodied in the “Accord interprofessionnel” (national agreement) between 
unions and employers of July 17,1981: a reduction of overall working time 
in return for greater flexibility in its organization and management. The 
law of 1982 reduced the legal weekly duration of work from 40 to 39 hours 
and generalized the principle of a 5-week annual holiday. Importantly, it 
also fixed a national limit on permitted overtime hours at 130 per year per 
employee and accepted the fact that collectively bargained agreements 
could authorize local variations (subject to company works council rati- 
fication). The legislation tried to recognize both the need for companies 
to be able to adapt weekly hours to their specific technological and market 
conditions and also (consequently) the need for more widespread and 
decentralized union-employer negotiations within this framework. 

After 1982, both tendencies toward annualization of hours and toward 
the decentralization of working time negotiation (to the level of the firm 
and away from legislative/state control) deepened. On the latter, for ex- 
ample, although the Delebarre law of 1986 stipulated that modifications in 
working time could be fixed only by “branche” level agreements, this 
quickly changed in the following year (with the Seguin law) to the level of 
company or plant accords. With regard to annualization, the “Loi quin- 
quennale” of 1993 increased flexibility further by making it possible for 
firms to work more than their fixed average weekly number of hours 
(“average” calculated across the year) in certain periods so long as em- 
ployees were compensated for these hours either by equivalent time in 
lieu or overtime rates. This possibility was available only for firms that 
have already negotiated agreements to reduce their (average) number of 
hours in the work week. Thus, the law offered further flexibility to firms in 
return for a negotiated reduction of working time. 

Two other mechanisms for more flexible use of time were also made 
available in the 1993 law. First, there was the TRILD (“Temps reduit 
indemnise de longue duree”) that allowed firms to place groups of em- 
ployees in temporary or partial unemployment (without an imposed break 
in their employment contracts) to manage periods of financial difficulty 
(poor seasons, deficits, etc). By waiving social charges and providing 
financial help to companies to pay part of the 50% of salaries paid to the 
employees involved, the state committed itself to help firms over problem 
periods. 
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Second, there was the annualization of, and conversion to, part-time 
work. Part-timers were newly defined as employees whose working time 
during one year was lower, on average, than four-fifths of the legal an- 
nual duration of full-time work. All companies were authorized to so 
annualize, on condition that they pay their part-timers monthly (on the 
basis of one-twelfth of annual pay), no matter how many hours worked. 
The law also stimulated firms to convert the jobs of redundancy-threatened 
employees into part-time jobs. A company had to sign a convention with 
the state (maximum two years) to receive financial aid from the FNE, the 
“Fonds national pour I’emploi,” which could then be transferred to the 
part-time employee as a salary complement. In principle, redundancy was 
avoided (the firm must prove its imminence) and the employee became 
part-time, but lost only a minimum of pay (thanks to the FNE). 

Company experimentation on this basis has been considerable through- 
out the 1990s and was vitally important in relation to downsizing practices 
and redundancy avoidance. In the second half of the decade, however, 
what was really a dialectic of legal change and company experimentation be- 
came particularly dynamic (Dumoulin & Lombard, 1995; Boisard, 1996). 

1.1. The Massive Impaet of the “Robien” Law of 1996 

Flowever, a real surge in company investment in time flexibilities 
came after the “Robien” law of June 11, 1996. This measure pushed the 
state’s encouragement to experimentation much further than that of 1993 
by offering firms generous reductions in their social charges in return for 
either redundancy avoidance pledges or new recruitments. More pre- 
cisely, the “deal” proposed to companies was as follows: if they estab- 
lished a collectively bargained agreement to reduce collective working 
time by at least 10% and, at the same time, they formally agreed to avoid 
redundancies for at least two years or to recruit new employees, then the 
state would lower social charges on the employer by 40% in the first year 
and by 30% in subsequent years (up to a maximum of seven years). 
Redundancy avoidance corresponded to a “defensive" use of the law — 
here firms had to sign collective agreements stipulating the number of jobs 
saved, the period of commitment to maintain a given level of employment, 
and how lower pay for those in the firm (should this be instituted) would 
be compensated for. A pledge to recruit new employees — ^the “offensive ” 
use — on the other hand, had to be formalized in a signed agreement and 
the state (a convention FNE) allowed a period of one year for recruitments 
to take place. Firms also had to commit themselves to maintaining the new 
head count attained after the recmitments for at least two years (Incitation 
collective, 1996). 
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By mid-October 1996, 40 agreements had been signed, and another 100 
were in the pipeline (Incitation a I’amenagement, 1996). Those reached in 
the companies VVF (Villages, Vacan9es, et families), Yves Rocher and Giat 
Industries were given considerable publicity; the first two created jobs (38 
and 240 respectively), and the latter saved 700. The bank. Credit Lyonnais, 
also signed a much discussed “defensive” accord, this time as part of a 
much larger “Plan social” envisaging 5000 redundancies before the end of 
1998. It was calculated that by reducing working time to 33 hours a week, 
1100 of these redundancies could be avoided. However, despite these 
seemingly very positive developments in adapting working time and job 
saving — clearly they need to be assessed in the medium and longterm — 
the Robien measures became highly controversial in France, mainly because 
of a series of doubts about their range of application, cost, effectiveness 
and effects on collective bargaining. Indeed, in the first half of 1997, the law 
was described as a “victim of its own success” as the government was 
criticized from its own camp on the use of the measures, and many center 
and right-of-center commentators feared the potentially colossal costs to 
the state implied, on one hand, by extending the measures to areas of the 
public sector that employed hundreds of thousands of workers, and on the 
other, by maintaining the long-term (seven years) reductions in social 
charges granted to companies through its measures (Lecluse, 1997b). 

Other criticisms highlighted the possible negative effects of the law on 
company behavior — like the forms of “fraud” and “aid seeking” dis- 
cussed in the previous chapter — and on the important but delicate pro- 
cesses of working-time negotiation ongoing in industrial relations at the 
level of the “branches.” The latter was reinforced by the “Loi quinquen- 
nale” of 1993 evoked earlier, but the appearance of the Robien scheme 
arguably had the effect of diverting employer attention away from impor- 
tant conventional procedures of bargaining on working time toward the 
immediate benefits that could be gained from putting forward a plan of 
working time reduction that fit the criteria for state financial assistance. 
Paradoxically, short-term — and relatively expensive — “Robien innova- 
tion” may well have thus damaged the possibility of more long-term, more 
widespread, and “cheaper” collectively bargained changes. This is what 
the critics have argued, and the CNPF (later called the MEDEF), the major 
large employer’s association, lamented once more what it saw as the 
perverse tendency of the French business community to “lean on the state” 
when reform was necessary. 

However, by autumn 1997, a more balanced and optimistic view of the 
effects of the law prevailed. Two studies commissioned by the Finance 
Committee of the Assemble Nationale (the National Parliament) and pub- 
lished in April 1997 showed that for a reasonable cost to the community — 
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compared to that of unemployment — the Robien measures provided an 
excellent catalyst for negotiating work reorganizations to avoid redun- 
dancies. They also estimated that as many as between 720,000 and 900,000 
jobs could either be saved or created during the statutory seven-year 
period provided by the law (Comudet, 1997). 

But in January 1998, the most detailed analysis of the actual agree- 
ments themselves appeared, this time in a study carried out by the Minis- 
tere de Temploi et de la solidarite (MBS) and the DARES (LeCorre & 
Doisneau, 1998). Five points that emerged from this study — a comprehen- 
sive analysis of more than 1,000 agreements — ^were particularly important. 
First, of the 1442 signed up to November 1997,1030 were “offensive” per- 
mitting job creation and 412 “defensive,” concentrating on redundancy 
avoidance. Second, employment creation was particularly strong in small 
(fewer than 50 employees) services companies (61%) whereas redundancy 
avoidance was most highly represented in larger industrial concerns 
(63%). Third, and very significant, in almost three-quarters of the units that 
signed agreements (company, plant, office), work reorganization was under- 
taken at the same time as working time adaptation, and in 55% of cases 
this was to adapt better to work flow and client demand. In 1 8% of cases, 
better machine “up-time” use was organized, and in 16% better work 
design and planning were undertaken. This evidence of restmcturing in 
75% of the firms that signed agreements revealed an extremely important 
catalytic effect of the law. Fourth, 78.4% of the agreements entailed weekly 
reductions (or equivalent annualized ones) of between four and six hours, 
and the net preference overall was for a 35-hour week (46.5%). Finally, 
with regard to the changes to pay practices — crucial because cost reduc- 
tion was the central aim, of course, in many cases — ^more than half of the 
agreements (58%) contained a company commitment to fully maintain 
existing salary levels (at least in the short term) and 30% agreed to partial 
maintenance. Mechanisms to do this varied; raising hourly rates (70% of 
employees), bonuses (30%), or profit sharing (4%>). Well over half of the 
accords included a union commitment to a wage freeze at some future 
date specified by the accord; this was particularly widespread (but for 
shorter periods, usually less than 18 months) in the offensive, job-creating 
agreements. 

Whatever one thinks of the criticisms of the Robien measures, their 
dynamic role in workplace experimentation and negotiations was undeni- 
able, as the existence of as many as 1442 agreements suggested. They 
boosted collective bargaining at the firm level across the whole of 1997. 
The total number of agreements in that year was 27% higher than in the 
previous twelve months (Bilan des accords d’entreprise, 1999). It is true, 
however, that it was very difficult to determine, more generally, the extent 
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of a “strategic mentality” lying behind these innovations in the use of 
working time. Commentators like Lemaitre (1996a) considered that most 
approaches remained, on the whole, essentially reactive, the product of 
transient union-management negotiations and essentially short-term 
thinking. 

However, the data cited before from the MES/DARES study (LeCorre 
and Doisneau, 1998) may well suggest that these views should be nuanced 
because they do seem to indicate that in most companies — 75% — Robien 
working time changes have catalyzed a search for broader organizational 
flexibilities in the areas of structures and coordination, job design, and 
remuneration. Indeed, probably the most significant and possibly, long- 
term impact was this fresh stimulus to structural reorganization; clearly 
this has the potential to lead to valuable learning processes and consider- 
able efficiencies. This very objective was in fact implicit in the thinking of 
the Robien law and later made more explicit in the Jospin (Socialist) 
governments moves throughout 1997-1999 to push further the movement 
that that law had accelerated. 

1.2. Moving to the 35-Hour Week: Controversy, Struggle, 

and Negotiation 

But what measures should be used to “push”? The success of the 
Robien law in influencing company behavior to a significant degree con- 
vinced the Socialist government of Lionel Jospin that national legislation 
that gradually moved all employers — ^whether they liked it or not — 
toward a standard 35-hour work week would be necessary if unemploy- 
ment was to be significantly diminished and if the dynamic of flexibility 
that had been initiated was to be maintained. It needs to be stressed that 
the reduction of standard working time to reduce unemployment — “work 
less so that more can work, and work more effectively,” as the slogan 
goes — ^was as high as number two on the priority list of the Socialist 
party’s campaign for government in 1997. 

However, its controversial announcement in October 1997 in the form 
of proposed legislation led to widespread employer indignation at what 
they saw as yet another heavy-handed state intrusion into company au- 
tonomy and to the rapid resignation of the CNPF (Employer’s federation, 
soon to be renamed MEDEF) President Jean Gandois — ^by no means a 
“right winger” incidentally. This left both employers and unions divided 
on the paradoxes of “legislating flexibility” and made it clear that this 
question would become the crucial test for the French corporatist model of 
negotiation in employment relations. Nonetheless, the legislative dynamic 
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was duly maintained by the vote on the first Aubry law — ^two were 
envisaged — in the Assemblee Nationale on June 13,1998. 

This first “Aubry law” encouraged all companies to begin negotiating 
working time reductions and flexibilities in exchange for state help in 
offsetting the costs involved. Fully effective by September 1998, the law 
then left firms approximately 18 months to arrive by negotiation, in their 
own way and suiting their own circumstances, at a standard 35 hours 
before the deadline of obligatory national change on January 1,2000. It was 
based, in a sense, on the “bet” that the timing of a new law could, after the 
fashion of the Auroux laws of 1982 (as we saw in Chapter 1), be the catalyst 
for a new wave of company negotiation on both work reorganization and 
on job creation. 

These were the main provisions of the first “Aubry law” of June 1998 
(Loi sur les 35 heures, 1998): 

Standard legal working time 

For firms that had more than 20 employees, this would be fixed at 
35 hours on January 1, 2000, and for those that had fewer workers, 
later on January 1, 2002. All employees would be covered — 
including most categories of managers, “cadres” — except the 
“fonctionnaires” of the state for the moment. A second law 
would be passed during 1999, taking into account the outcomes 
and the lessons of interim negotiations in firms and in “branches” 
and settling the practical issues of implementation. 

State aid to firms moving to 35 hours (or less) before 2000 

In 1998, 9000F (1500 US. dollars or L900 sterling) per year per 
employee (in the form of a reduction of social charges usually 
paid to the government) for any firm that reduced standard hours 
by at least 10% (to 35) and recmited 6% more employees, or (in the 
context of a social plan to avoid layoffs) saved jobs equivalent to 
6% of the workforce. Graduated, this aid would diminish to 
8000F in 1999, to 7000F in 2000, and to 6000F in 2001. In addition, 

1. 4000F per year per employee for those firms that pass to 32 
hours before 2002 or recruit 9% more employees (or save 9% 
of jobs). 

2. 4000F per year per employee for companies that recruit 60% 
unskilled or semiskilled workers and where employees were 
low paid (1 to 1.5 times the SMIC, national minimum wage). 

3. lOOOF per year per worker for firms that take on the young, 
long-term unemployed, and handicapped beyond the exist- 
ing legal requirements. 
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Overtime, part-time work, etc. 

Work time reductions could be formulated in terms of hours and 
days of rest in lieu on “account” (particularly for managers). To 
limit recourse to overtime, the law reduced from 42 to 41 hours 
(on January 1, 1999) the threshold at which the obligation to give 
the employee compensatory rest periods arose. (Uncertainty re- 
mained, however, over the treatment to be accorded to hours 
worked above the first 35 but under 39, once the standard week 
was fixed at 35 hours). On part-time contracts — discussed in 
more detail in the next section — the law modified the encourage- 
ment to their use embodied in a previous 1993 law. In particular, 
the law stipulated that it was henceforth illegal to expect an 
employee to have more than one “split” in shifts during one day. 
Moreover, this split between work periods could not be more 
than two hours. 

Negotiation and control 

In the absence of union delegates in a firm (or a “convention 
collective”), employees could be mandated by a representative 
union to negotiate an agreement on working time, along with a 
colleague of their choice. Negotiating periods would be paid as 
ordinary working hours. A state-union-employer commission (a 
“Commission paritaire”) would oversee accords and obedience 
to them by signatories. Companies would be obliged to keep 
employees on the payroll who were recruited through the frame- 
work of agreements for a period of at least two years. Firms that 
break the terms of agreements (or the latter requirement) would 
be required to repay state aid. 

By mid-summer of 1998, the number of companies willing to push 
negotiations forward comforted Aubry optimists, and they were also en- 
couraged by some solid signs that the recession of 1992- 1998 was at last 
over and a climate of economic confidence was returning. Some comfort 
also came from the realization that the French state was not entirely alone 
in giving priority to work time reductions — developments in Denmark, 
Italy, Germany, and the Netherlands showed that those nations were 
heading in a similar direction, even though methods were different and — 
not surprisingly — ^they were much more reticent over three particularly 
contentious aspects of the French approach: the “coercive” and relatively 
inflexible recourse to national law, the very tight time schedule, and expen- 
sive state aid. Critics continued to emphasize both the vagueness of the 
law on key issues of detail and the considerable dangers of this latter 
“triple exception” of the French policy, some of which were mentioned 
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before in the context of the Robien law — hasty and “artificial” negotiations 
and abuse of state aid through job manipulation to obtain funds, for 
example (Lecluse, 1997). Indeed, these misgivings direct us to the heart of 
the problem with such a law and the overall project behind it, estimating 
direct impacts on the economic, organizational, and industrial relations 
levels, on the one hand, and indirect effects (psychological and socio- 
economic) in the medium term, on the other. 

A relatively clear picture of the consequences for industrial relations 
and patterns of negotiation emerged 15 months later in September 1999. 
Branche level agreements signed between employer’s associations and 
unions, which as I noted in Chapter 4 had become almost moribund in 
collective bargaining, had undergone a revival, albeit perhaps a rather 
artificial one given the legal obligation. Of the 1 80 employment branches, 
69 had signed working time agreements by May 1999, and another 80 were 
still in negotiation. The 69 covered eight million employees, more than half 
of the private sector total and provided a framework for company level 
negotiations, as is traditionally the case (Bilan des accords de branche, “35 
heures,” 1999). 

Furthermore, a “Robien” type dynamic of new negotiation was con- 
firmed and maintained at company level; 15,831 agreements were signed 
between June 1998 and September 1999. These agreements contained 
signed commitments to create a total of 103,000 jobs and save 18,000 (Bilan 
des accords sur les 35 heures, 1999). This boom in firm-level bargained 
agreements was extremely satistying for the government; it seemed to 
indicate, at the least, a revivification of industrial relations and social 
dialogue of some importance for negotiated organizational change. Man- 
agement and organized labor seemed to be committed to playing the game 
the government had set up. Nonetheless, such enthusiasm needs to be 
treated with some caution; in terms of the total number of French firms 
that had more than 20 employees (81,900) — for whom the obligation to 
“negotiate and sign” is the most urgent — the number that concluded 
agreements during these 15 months (8754) represents an overall propor- 
tion of only 10.7% (Bilan des accords sur les 35 heures, 1999). 

The results of the actual effects of these negotiations on real job crea- 
tion and work reorganization just over one year later seemed much less 
straightforward and positive. Government satisfaction expressed during 
the official announcement of the findings of commissioned studies was 
greeted by howls of disappointment and skepticism from both the left and 
the right of the political spectrum, from certain unions and from all em- 
ployer associations. Above all, commentators did not accept the govern- 
ment view that employment creation had been satisfactory. Predictions in 
this area are, of course, problematic because many jobs would certainly be 




170 



Chapter 6 



created for reasons unconnected to the law, but the government’s estimate 
in early 1998 of the creation of approximately 140,000 jobs for the first year 
of the law’s operation was way off the mark one year later. End of June 
1999 figures were around 85,000 (Pres de 8,000 accords 35h signes, 1999). 
This constituted a clear cause of concern for the government, given that the 
major fundamental justification for the law (with its considerable cost to 
the public purse) lay in job preservation and creation. In midyear, only a 
fairly encouraging rate of economic growth (helped by a high dollar) and 
a gradual decline in the high unemployment level saved the government 
from massive controversy. 

However, many commentators accepted the fact that negotiated re- 
ductions in working time had brought about a number of innovations in 
work organization and management, and this was welcomed. Manage- 
ment absences had required new forms of organized delegation to 
workers, for example, and shorter working weeks had necessitated bene- 
ficial reanalysis of business processes by employees with their supervisors. 
Alongside the technical adjustments in hours and days of work presence, 
in pay and in training, new ways of coordinating and managing work had 
had to emerge. As empirical work by Alls (1998) and Bietry (1998) has 
shown, where this occurred, imaginative human resources policies often 
backed up the new forms of employee flexibility and reskilling that were 
instituted, particularly in the areas of training and learning. Alis likens a 
number of cases to “high-performance work systems” (the French “orga- 
nisations qualifiantes”) where “bundles” of mutually reinforcing HR poli- 
cies achieve high commitment to skill development and high motivation 
among the work force (Lawler, 1992; Huselid, 1995; Amadieu & Cadin, 
1996). However, caution on this question is needed. As yet, it is far too early 
to say how far such promising developments correspond to a solid and 
durable wave of organizational change or to minority practices. 

An obvious major cause for concern was the way the law would apply 
to the “cadre,” the manager (and others of his status). To what extent could 
managerial working time be reduced, and with what benefits and costs? 
Aren’t managers simply a very special case? It is clear that it has long been 
an assumption in many French firms, as in their counterparts in other 
countries, that long working hours are both normal and inevitable for 
managers and engineers, given the nature of their work. Further, such 
presence is often seen positively as a sign of ambition and high commit- 
ment in individuals, vital if they are to be perceived as high performers. 
On the other hand, it has become clear in the 1990s — ^mainly as a result of 
the impact of successive downsizings on managers at all levels (but partic- 
ularly the middle rank) and also because of wider changes in concepts of 
the quality of life — that a new equilibrium between commitment to the 
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organization and nonwork commitments (family, friends, leisure, etc.) is 
being sought by younger managerial recruits. 

The controversy over managerial working time has had this tension as 
its backdrop, the potential of reduction pointing toward the future and a 
new psychological contract but existing dominant mentalities still rooted 
in the orthodoxies and management “performance cultures” of the past. 
Touching working time involves touching the heart of managerial status 
and identity. Until the controversy over the Robien and 35-hour laws, 
probably most French firms still associated managerial commitment and 
success with long hours in work — a tendency reinforced by the recent 
recession when managers had to accept very high workloads to survive. 

Negotiation and experimentation in this area was at first both timid 
and provocative. At Thomson CSF and the Compagnie Generale des Eaux 
(CGE), proposals to reduce working hours and diminish salary levels 
simultaneously led to conflict between the majority of managers and their 
superiors. In a Thomson subsidiary called RCM (radar manufacture) 
where two-thirds of the workforce was engineers and managers, an agree- 
ment was signed in January 1998 reducing weekly hours from 43 to 38.5 
and “badging” was introduced for a system of personal time “accounts.” 
However, the decision to freeze salaries and recmitment — seen at the 
top of the firm as warranted, given its economic problems — provoked 
conflict; managers considered that, in the light of their commitment and 
performance levels for the company during recent years, this constituted a 
wholly unjustified sanction. A similar paradox arose in the CGE case; 
again working time reductions were accepted but not the modification of 
two traditional central indicators of managerial success and status — ^raises 
and promotions. These conflicts were not isolated — in 1997, companies 
like Siemens, Sextant Avionique, and Hewlett-Packard had to deal with 
literally hundreds of complaints on these issues lodged with local labor 
administrations (the “Inspections du travail”) by their managers and engi- 
neers. 

However, by mid- 1999, an overall pattern in the provisions on man- 
agement working time contained in the thousands of negotiated company 
agreements had emerged (Bilan des accords d’entreprise, “35 heures,” 
1999). Although a large number of negotiators had simply chosen to delay 
any decision on the issue until the arrival of the second Aubry law in 
October 1999, many others (40% of the sample of 1200 examined) took the 
bull by the horns and fully incorporated “cadre” level employees into 
their accords and made special arrangements sensitive to the constraints 
of managerial work; annualized work time reductions expressed in units 
of rest days (usually adding around 10 per year) and individual “time 
accounts” (registering time off to be taken before a given date) were the 
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most frequent. In a modest number of cases, agreements made clear that 
managers who worked excessive hours would be out of line, their cases 
would be analyzed, and coaching or administrative assistance would be 
brought in to attain a better equilibrium in time use; these agreements 
clearly expected radical changes in managerial behavior and attitudes. 

The second law in the form of the text adopted (first reading) by the 
Assemblee Nationale (parliament) in October 1999 duly took these agree- 
ments (and, of course, those at the level of the ’’branches”) into account. 
It explicitly classified managers into three broad categories: first, the 
“cadres dirigeants” (top managers) who would be exempt from legal rules 
relating to work periods and rest times; second, the “cadres integres dans 
une equipe” (managers whose hours match those of a unit, team, or 
department) who would not be exempt but could sign an individual 
agreement on hours in lieu. Finally, there remain the “other managers” 
who must be covered, like other employees, by a collective agreement 
specifying work and rest periods that fit the legal framework. In this latter 
case, the agreement had to specify the number of days worked in a 
standard year, but on no account could that exceed a ceiling of 217, and on 
no account could a rest period of 1 1 hours between two working days be 
reduced (Second projet de loi 35 heures, 1999). 

At this time, these proposals have not diminished the ire of manage- 
ment pressure groups (such as the MEDEF) and of some unions, who were 
hoping for more flexibility from the government. Even those groups that 
were sympathetic to the government’s reformist intentions, such as the 
center-left “Centre des Jeunes Dirigeants” (CJD), supported the allegation 
of an immense absence of flexibility in the Aubry/Jospin approach to 
working time reductions. A very substantial empirical study by the CJD of 
experimentation and negotiation on working time in 500 member firms (all 
of small to medium size) — and not an ideological reaction — led to this 
view. This analysis reveals a very mixed balance sheet in small companies. 
Of the sample, 150 (30%) abandoned or postponed an attempt at working 
time reduction along legal guidelines, and only 50 (10%) fully succeeded 
(Degroote, 1999). 

Six main “obstacles” to success that are highlighted in the responses 
of firms to the CJD survey are particularly important: 

1. The Aubry legal framework has not provided enough time for 
work and time reorganization in companies to be elaborated with 
the care necessary. 

2. Because of the diversity of their environments and structures, 
small firms in particular need “tailored” norms and rules that 
national law cannot provide. 
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3. The legal distinction between firms that have fewer or more than 
20 employees is irrelevant and ignores the real economic and 
social differences in small companies. 

4. In focusing on a universal measure of work (units of time), the law 
applies an industrial model that no longer fits the realities of 
many modem companies. 

5. The weakness or absence of unions and representatives in small 
firms makes reliance on reaching a collective agreement (as in the 
law) unrealistic and clumsy. 

6. The law has actually inhibited innovation. Imprecise terms of the 
law itself and variations in the interpretations and “zeal” of local 
labor inspectors’ controls have led to a climate hostile to innova- 
tion (ibid). 

These findings, allied to the criticism that the law has created rela- 
tively few jobs and these at high cost, raise large doubts as to the economic 
wisdom of the Jospin government in quickly following the Robien law by 
national legal constraints imposed on all companies. The next three years 
may prove that this is false, of course, because the popularity of the 
changes with employees — ^this seems clear — and the work reorganiza- 
tions implemented may gradually generate higher than expected effi- 
ciency benefits. But with the data available at present, strong doubts must 
remain. 

Alongside this state-encouraged calling into question of mles on 
regular working time, another dimension of flexibility in work was 
spreading in France at the same time — a broad modification of “stan- 
dard,” stable, and long-term job contracts and the rise of “contingent 
work.” This is the subject of the next section. 



2. CONTRACTUAL FLEXIBILITY, COMPANY EMPLOYMENT 
STRATEGIES, AND THE PROBLEM OF INSECURITY 

Whereas France, compared to some of its other European partners like 
Britain and Holland, may have a relatively low overall use of so called 
“nonstandard” labor contracts (Brewster, 1998), in the past six or seven 
years there has been a massive increase in their use. The general long-term 
tendency toward increased contractual flexibility is evident in INSEE (Cen- 
tral French Government Statistical Office) data, highlighted in a recent 
study by the CSERC, the “Conseil superieur de Temploi des revenus et des 
couts” (CSERC, 1998). It is apparent that the use of nonstandard contracts 
has recently become an integral part of many French firms’ manpower 
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Figure 6.1. Numbers in part-time work in France, 1975-1996(Source: CSERC, 1998). 



policies, an important dimension of their mode of reaction to both compet- 
itive pressures and cost constraints. The general scale of the considerable 
increase in the use of PT contracts in recent decades is shown in Figure 6.1. 
Moreover, according to the most up-to-date data from INSEE, the ten- 
dency has deepened much further in the past few years; whereas 13.7% of 
the French work force was on PT contracts in 1993, by 1997 this figure had 
risen to 17.1% (Seux, 1998). This constitutes a massive 25% rise in just four 
years. As in other countries, women dominate part-time employment; 
between 1982 and 1994, the total number of part-time jobs nearly doubled, 
increasing from just over 1,500,000 to 2,900,000, and the proportion of 
females who held them remained relatively constant at between 84 and 
85% (Leroy, 1998). For the most part, these jobs are relatively low in skill 
content and in level of qualifications. We will return to this issue shortly. 

As for the recourse to temporary workers (Fig. 6.2), a dip in numbers 
between 1991 and 1993 was more than compensated for by a sharp rise to 
the peak of 1995 (275,000). This rise was to continue, moreover, and a 
spectacular increase in the use of such “temps” occurred recently — data 
from the UNEDIC (the institution responsible for managing French unem- 
ployment funds) show that by the end of February 1998, they totaled 
410,000, an increase of 42.6% over the previous year’s figures (Explosion de 
l’interim,1998). 

Finally, as forfixed-term jobs (CDD, “Contrats 1 dures determines” in 
France), the rise registered between 1991 and 1995 for the percentage 
offered to both the under 25 (from 77% to 83%) and the 25-49(from 54% to 
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85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 
Figure 6.2. Numbers of temporary workers in France (Source: CSERC, 1998). 



64%) age groups (shown in Figure 6.3) was substantial. These data show 
that the burden of fixed-term work is clearly borne by the young and those 
recently in the labor market. 

2.1. Sector Variations and Company Strategies in Using Nonstandard 

Contracts 

Temporary and Subcontract Employees. During recent years, the 
sectors that have been traditionally high users of nonstandard contracts — 
such as textiles, clothing and shoes, and the construction industry — have 
intensified their use, whereas others, such as the nuclear energy industry 
(of strategic importance in France), have begun to “innovate” as a result of 
an increase in their recourse to subcontract and temporary workers. In- 
deed with regard to the latter, as we have already suggested, there has 
recently been a veritable explosion in reliance on “temps” (“travail inter- 
imaire”) in industry, as well as in services. This reliance on temporaries 
hired from agencies is gradually replacing the offer of fixed-term contracts 
(CDDs); the high growth and expansion of the temporary sector itself is an 
indirect indicator of this. 

In some sectors of industry, this tendency began in the mid to late 
1980s and was stimulated by the rise of “just-in-time” and lean production 
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Figure 6.3. Proportion of fixed-term contracts in recruitments in France by age group 
(Source: CSERC, 1998). 



(discussed at length in an earlier chapter). In the automobile industry and 
in electronics, the imperatives of fast reaction to client demand required 
fast access to appropriate skills, and temp agencies gradually developed 
their abilities to target industrial needs and to source these skills. In a clear 
indicator of their success in doing this in the recent past for a whole range 
of industries, a 1998 survey of 800 firms carried out for the professionals 
of the temp sector revealed that between 1994 and 1997, the number of 
firms that declared satisfaction with the skills of employees hired through 
temp agencies rose from 47% to 61%, whereas the number of those satisfied 
with the skills of fixed-term workers (CDD’s) fell from 34% to 25%. Results 
for satisfaction with the “facility and speed of integration into the firm” of 
the temp were also similarly impressive and rose from 41%o to 55% across 
the same period (De plus en plus d’entreprises, 1998). 

The food and information technology (IT) industries have become 
two of the most significant to extend their use of temps at the expense of 
CDDs. There are a number of reasons for this that are related to the condi- 
tions of “integration” in each area and also to the strategies of the agencies 
themselves. On one hand, in foods the increasing dominance of the hyper 
and supermarkets — ^the major “clients” — has led food suppliers into an 
enforced “reactivity” similar to that in automobiles. Rapid response to 
hypermarket stock variations parallels rapid reaction to just-in-time de- 
mands for parts or subassemblies from Renault or other industrial giants. 
On the other hand, as the price of temporary labor and the level of agency 
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fees have become more competitive, companies have seen that certain 
highs and lows in business activity can be more economically handled by 
avoiding the use of groups of fixed-term employees. In IT, temp agencies 
have challenged the small subcontractors of computing expertise, the SSII 
(“Societes de service et d’ingenierie informatique”), who have hitherto 
dominated the market, by offering technicians and engineers who are at 
the same time less costly for the client and possess a wider range of skills 
and experience. The spread of a form of work organization in management 
based on temporary multiskilled teams has also encouraged this kind of 
recourse to highly skilled temps in management, as well as in engineering 
(Piot,1998). 

A further reason for the rapid rise in using temps also no doubt lies in 
the improvements in the image of temporary work that the agencies have 
managed to forge by aggressive marketing and other methods; aware of 
the controversies over employment insecurity, the temp agencies have 
been trying hard to present themselves as “socially conscious” and thus to 
avoid any hesitancy that, for some firms, might limit greater use of temps 
(Leroy, 1998b). A clear indication of this desire to promote a “new social 
image” was seen in the conclusion by one of the biggest temp firms in 
France (Adia, with 230 offices) in June 1997 of the first agreement to 
institute a profit sharing scheme benefitting not only the 750 permanent 
workers in the firm but also the temporary employees signed on with their 
agencies. 

Whether such policies will spread remains to be seen; what needs to 
be stressed for the moment is that although this popularity of using 
temporary contracts with firms across a number of sectors seems to be 
substantial and is certainly not a transient phenomenon, the picture tfom 
the position of the employees themselves is not quite so rosy. Indeed, as we 
shall see later it has been estimated that as many as 80% of the temps in 
France would sooner have standard (“permanent”) job contracts (Leroy, 
1997). 

Part-Time Contracts. Successive annual INSEE Employment Sur- 
veys show that the vast majority of part-time (PT) contracts are used in the 
tertiary sectors of the French economy, particularly in cleaning and in 
maintenance services, in restaurants, shops and bars, etc. For example for 
1997, 14.4% out of a 16.6% total in the French working population were 
used in these areas of work (CSERC, 1998). Generally these workers are — 
in the private sector in particular — less educationally qualified than full- 
time workers (40% without a diploma compared to 27% for the latter) and 
are predominantly female; for 1997, women occupied 13.6% of the 16.6% 
total. Growth in using PT contracts has been highest, turthermore, among 
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younger women — alread^igher for the 15-24 age group than for others 
in 1992 (at 28.1%), by 1997 this had increased to 42%. For males, the figures 
are 8% (1992) and 1 1.8% (1997) for the same age group (CSERC, 1998). 

However, Galtier (1998) in her detailed analysis of INSEE statistics 
reveals the generally heterogeneous nature of PT employees, suggesting 
that seven broad groups or subpopulations can be distinguished, depend- 
ing on whether the PT work is satisfactory to the individual (freely chosen 
or seen as an economic necessity) and depending on the “employment 
logic,” or orientation to the job, of the person. Three dominant orientations 
are discovered — PT work seen as “a step into the world of employment,” 
seen as “legitimate semipermanent work,” and seen as a stage in “retire- 
ment from the world of work.” The seven groups are constituted as shown 
in Table 6.1. 

What is clear from this study is how few of the French male population 
aged under 56 regard PT work as legitimate and valuable work which they 
“freely” choose. This is in stark contrast to the U.S. and U.K. data and 
constitutes a substantial difference in national perceptions of contract 
flexibility. 

With regard to using PT contracts in specific sectors of employment, 
developments in “la grande distribution” — ^mass retailing in large units 
like hyper and supermarkets — are significant. In the analysis of 124 com- 
panies carried out by the journal “Alternatives Economiques” in 1997, 
three large companies from that sector feature in the top five users of PT 
contracts — Casino (with 42.2% part-timers), Carrefour (33.9%), and France 
Printemps (32.1%) (Bilan social des entreprises franpaises, 1997). 



Table 6.1. 

Seven Subpopulations cf Part-Time Woricers in France 



Choice 


PT job as a step 
toward standard 
employment 


PT job as legitimate 
employment 


PT job as stage in 
retirement process 


Imposed, 


Men younger than 25 


Women older than 25 




involuntary 


years 

Men from 25 to 56 
years 

Women younger than 
25 years 


years working more 
than 15 hours per 
week 

Women older than 25 
years working fewer 
than 15 hours per 
week 




Freely chosen, 




Women older than 25 


Men older than 56 


voluntary 




years 


years 



Source: Galtier, 1998. 
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In fact, employment relations in the mass food retailing sector have 
been relatively well researched in France, one reason is the rapid growth 
of the industry and another is a concern with the broad issue of what kind 
of HR model fits the increasingly “strategic” goal of excellence in customer 
service (Schneider & Bowen, 1992; Alis & Thevenet, 1994; Gadrey, 1994). A 
central part of this preoccupation has been the problem of how to motivate 
“front line” employees — such as those on counters and checkouts — ^to 
construct, day in and day out, an “interaction of quality” with the cus- 
tomer. When the employee is in a part-time, low skilled, and relatively 
insecure job and the customer is an impatient, demanding (and sometimes 
impolite) “variable” in the interaction, this can be problematic to say the 
least. 

Baret’s (1997) work reveals the way different French companies in the 
sector have adapted HR policies to deal with this motivational issue and 
also with the severe constraints on the level of financial performance. With 
regard to the latter, Baret shows how, since the early 1990s, the crucial 
indicator of performance applied progressively to all shops and profit 
centers in the sector — and thus a cmcial measure of managerial success — 
became the ratio of wage costs to financial turnover. The increasing use of 
part-timers to achieve financial rigor in the service of this ratio and to 
obtain numerical and temporal flexibility in adaptation to the variations in 
customer demand is a constant in all firms, but differences in the way firms 
organize the use of such employees and in the way working conditions are 
considered show considerable leeway for managerial imagination and for 
consideration of employees’ interests. 

Nonetheless, in most of the firms in Baret’s (1997) study (three out of 
five), HR policies were clearly failing to achieve employee motivation and 
the development of the skills needed for high-quality customer service. 
Part-time employees — invariably^oung women — felt like victims of two 
major types of uncertainty in their work which contributed to demotiva- 
tion and to stress. First, there was an uncertainty regarding the precise 
monthly wages that the job would bring in, caused by the tendency in 
shops to offer low hours (22 was the minimum) but with the lure of the 
“possibility of overtime” (but actually usually paid at the standard hourly 
rate). Second, there was the inevitable uncertainty over hours to be 
worked — for example (and to cite the three most typical), substantial and 
unpredictable variations from week to week, the requirement to do over- 
time without advance notice, and the pressure to be “on call, should you be 
needed” when at home. Added to this was the use of “split shifts” during 
one working day; these effectively lengthened the “psychological time at 
work” well beyond the duration of their actual presence in the shop. 

Such firms externalize onto part-time employees the difficulties of 
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adapting to customer demand and are inter alia led to use selection 
methods that probe into the private lives of job candidates so as to discern 
their likely availability and reliability. The negative impacts of such uncer- 
tainties and of the obligation of “permanent availability” on the private 
lives and families of the employees concerned have been well documented 
by sociologists in France (Appay & Thebaud-Mony, 1997). For those who 
have families, home life becomes more and more difficult to manage 
“normally,” because work is often out of phase with the rhythm of the 
activities of children and partners, and for the “single” employee, isolation 
can be the result of unsocial and irregular hours that make planned, 
durable, and regular engagements difficult. In both cases, considerable 
stress is experienced that can ultimately have clear and negative effects 
on health (Cattaneo, 1997). 

However, the practices of the other firms analyzed in Barefs study 
show that there is no managerial “one best way” in HR, somehow dictated 
by financial and performance imperatives, in this particular sector. Indeed, 
in two out of five firms, HR policies had been carefully developed over 
time to both reduce employee insecurity and develop motivation for better 
service quality. Diminishing employee absenteeism and turnover were 
seen as important for stable staff levels and better customer satisfaction. 
Four main techniques were used to promote these goals; first, job enlarge- 
ment was used, with movement of staff between cash registers, stock- 
rooms, and special points of sale (delicatessen counters, etc.). This had the 
advantage of promoting some multiskilling, as well as functional flexi- 
bility, and when it worked well, it was both motivating to staff and helpful 
with variations in customer demand. However, this was found only where 
a stable pool of competent personnel had been developed and where good 
cooperation between the different sectors of the shop could be relied upon 
(in hypermarkets divided into separate profit centers, staff transfers were 
avoided). 

Second, some shops had developed teams of cashiers who had the 
autonomy to plan weekly schedules and oversee their implementation — 
this was done either by teams collectively respecting an overall envelope 
of hours fixed by management or by them distributing to their members 
one of a number of preestablished schedules possible for a given period. 
These teams never concerned the majority of employees (50% at the most), 
and this is due no doubt to both the problems in composing groups of 
members with the appropriate diversity of time preferences and to those 
concerning group negotiation and learning. This latter remark brings in 
the third policy, which was simply carefully mafching employee profiles 
and working time constraints with shop schedule planning and contracts 
offered — ^respecting the somewhat different preferences of parents, stu- 
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dents, etc. for particular hour /day combinations. Finally, some firms de- 
veloped a “quasi-intemal labor market” by offering rewards and “promo- 
tions” to the more reliable and competent employees in the form of in- 
creased contract security and better (more individually suitable) work 
schedules, and newer and less well regarded employees consequently 
bore the brunt of unsocial hours. Traces of many of these innovations can 
be found in the negotiated agreements reached in the firm Casino (super 
and hypermarkets) which since 1992 has sought to define principles along 
these lines for its unit managers; indeed, a union-management signed 
“accord d’entreprise” (January 5, 1998) embodies many of the four mea- 
sures just mentioned and includes other safeguards agreed to earlier, such 
as the limitation on the number of “split shifts” worked by employees 
(Casino: travail a temps partiel, 1996). 

Thus, we can see how, even in the sector of mass food retailing (and at 
the same time respecting difficult financial targets), the insecurities of part- 
time contracts have been attenuated in some firms by well-directed man- 
agement policies. Indeed, the quality of PT work depends vitally on imag- 
inative, consistent, and fair HR practices. Baret’s data do not suggest, 
however, that these are being developed in the majority of large French 
food retailers. There is a long distance to be traveled in the sector before 
PT jobs become “better” jobs. 



CONCLUSION: EMPLOYMENT INSECURITY AND THE FUTURE 
OF FLEXIBILITY 

Looking at the issue of the growth of contingent work from a general 
perspective and when the high national unemployment levels are added 
to the overall contract fiexibility picture (up to a high of 12.7% in late 1997, 
but diminishing through 1998-2000 to 10%), it can easily be hypothesized 
that a dimate of insecurity has increased in France throughout the 1990s. 
Such a factor almost certainly conditions both the internal employment 
climate in firms and also the overall industrial relations climate. 

In this respect, it would be naive to believe that the innovations in 
adapting working time mentioned before — which have often, it is true, 
permitted some redundancy avoidance — ^have diminished this general 
sentiment of insecurity. Survey data and the recent rise in the level of 
industrial conflicts prove otherwise (Lecluse, 1997a). Although the protec- 
tion of worker rights in French employment law has remained relatively 
strong and has withstood both increased union weakness and governmen- 
tal change, unlike in the United Kingdom, the increased use of fixed-term, 
temporary, and part-time workers has reinforced the feelings of instability 
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engendered both by waves of downsizing and by functional flexibilities 
(Rojot, 1992). However, its extent clearly depends, among other things, on 
how the newer forms of job contract have been perceived by the French 
themselves. 

As I stated earlier, information on this issue suggests that in fact there 
is a fundamentally negative overall French perception of the newer forms 
of contracts. Although most employers — and this is clear in the recent 
declarations of both the organisms MEDEF and the CGPME (the latter 
representing smaller firms) — ^want more and more contractual flexibility 
and its recent rise has been spectacular, French employees and the jobless, 
according to most data, view its rapid rise with concern. A majority of 
those in part-time work, for example, experience it as a poor and hopefully 
only temporary substitute for “proper” (that is to say full-time) work — 
part-time jobs are more “submitted to” than “freely chosen” (Gueganou, 
1996; Galtier, 1998). [Hence, the terms in the current French debate on 
the issue; “temps partiel choisi” (chosen) or “temps partiel subi” (submit- 
ted to).] 

The Walter report for the state “Conseil economique et social” makes 
this evident, arguing on one hand that, for the individual part-timer, such 
work is usually a “vector of underemployment” and also a source of fun- 
damental social insecurity (Walter, 1997). This is clear from the evidence of 
successive INSEE employment surveys of representative samples which, 
since 1990, have asked part-timers whether they wish to work more and on 
a standard full-time contractual basis. The proportion in the private sector 
who replied affirmatively to this — and therefore represent in a sense 
“involuntary” part-timers — ^rose from 31.4% in 1992, to 38.8% in 1995 and 
then to 42% in 1997 (Baudet, 1997; CSERC, 1998). Furthermore, Galtier’s 
(1998) work, already mentioned before, reveals how this disaffection 
breaks down for subgroups; the French male population is particularly 
critical of the quality of PT jobs (see Table 6.1). 

Generally, it seems clear that at the moment nonstandard contracts 
do not at all enjoy significant legitimacy in the eyes of the French working 
population and, unlike in other countries like Holland, Great Britain, or 
the United States, where a more positive acceptance of nonstandard work 
prevails, this renders debate on both flexibility and unemployment in 
France particularly fierce and explosive. Arguably, this fundamental per- 
ception contributed significantly to the social conflicts of 1995-1996 and 
stimulated the new forms of pressure group activism undertaken by the 
unemployed from 1997 onward (considered in the next chapter). 

However, the heart of the problem for future French society is the 
difficulties of the young. Indeed, data show that the young coming onto 
the labor market still have high expectations of work — stimulated among 
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other things, by the relatively advanced levels of academic attainment 
obtained through the French educational system — and remain firmly at- 
tached to the traditional notion of a “job” as something that should lead 
to a stable career. But youth unemployment is the third highest in Europe, 
and those young people who do succeed in getting into work feel far 
from stable themselves — according to 1997 OECD estimations of attitudes 
in the 16-24 age group of European working populations, 58.7% of the 
U.K. sample, 56.7% of the Belgian, and 61.5% of the Dutch felt fundamen- 
tally insecure. In France, the percentage of insecurity was 91.1%, the second 
highest (behind Spain) in the whole of Europe (Baudet, 1997). 

This heightened awareness of insecurity has complex social and cul- 
tural roots, but there seems no doubt that it is intimately linked with the 
powerful persistence in the French “collective consciousness” of the socio- 
economic and political concept of exclusion from society, from the society 
of the Republic, of meritocracy, of equal chances. The French debate over 
how to render part-time work a real “quality” alternative to the traditional 
standard job while guaranteeing protection from abuses highlights a 
French insistence that flexibility and the cohesion of society as a whole 
really need to be thought through together and seen as necessarily inter- 
connected. 

Amid all of the uncertainties about the future of the French “model,” 
one constant in France is that most participants in the analysis refuse to 
dissociate the question of contract flexibility from that of the sources of 
“exclusion” (social inequality and poverty). There is a French consensus 
that evolution toward an increasing rift between the life chances of the rich 
and the poor must be avoided because it threatens the integrity of society 
as a whole. Such a rift does exist in France, but it has not yet reached the 
scale of countries like Britain, where between 1979 and 1995 the percentage 
of the population that had incomes less than half the average rose from 
10% to 24%, whereas the revenue of the highest tenth of earners rose by 
70% (Brindle, 1998). Clear indicators of the desire to avoid this in France he 
in the national approval of the strong positions on social exclusion suc- 
cessively taken by President Jacques Chirac as the Head of State and the 
broad consensus on the right of the political spectrum that the more 
extreme forms of (Hayek or Friedman-inspired) neoliberalism would 
stand little chance of popular support in the country. The differences 
between the socialisms of Tony Blair in Britain (“neoliberaT ’) and Lionel 
Jospin in France (“collectivist”) also highlight this. I will return to this issue 
in the next chapter. 

To use Rousseau’s (1995) more abstract terminology once more, in the 
French consensus, psychological contracts (in the firm) and the broader 
“social contract” (in society) are consistently linked together, both in politi- 
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cal as well as in economic discourse. In the United States, Robert Reich 
(1998) also stressed this link, using the similar term “social compact.” It 
is understood that allowing an uncontrolled expansion of poor quality PT 
employment contracts may well generate only low pay and further in- 
security in work that will have their own economic and social costs. 

However, on a more general level the strength of this conviction is 
also linked to a strong traditional French wariness of what are called 
“petits boulots” — low value, low status work — ^which is itself rooted in 
the importance attached historically to the notion of a “metier” — a craft or 
profession that carries with it a defined social status, positive social recog- 
nition, and a stable working identity. This is difficult to understand “from 
the outside” when we are used to other national perspectives on standard 
and nonstandard work, but without a comprehension of this notion, 
French attitudes and behavior can be unintelligible. The status of a 
“metier” is often rooted in two sets of interlocking social and aesthetic 
values. First, it can be the product of long established craft traditions that 
have their roots in the working traditions of artisans in specific local 
communities and ecologies (“terroir”) and which resemble the arts — as in 
both the highest regarded metiers, such as the chef de cuisine, on one 
hand, and in the more modest, on the other, such as the boulanger (the 
independent baker), the patissier, or the charcutier. Numerous French 
institutions devoted to training and skill certification and also to recogniz- 
ing the continued importance of traditional standards of excellence rein- 
force “metiers” in different ways. From the ’’Compagnonnage” — ^the me- 
dieval guild of master craft workers, still in operation (whose workers 
renovated the torch of the Statue of Liberty in New York) — ^to the vener- 
able hotel and restaurant guide, “Michelin,” networks of associations 
maintain and enrich the standards and values of quality bequeathed by 
long historical traditions. 

Second, a metier can be the product of precise institutional processes 
of academic and technical qualification that use as their reference an 
implicit status hierarchy of forms of knowledge (where, in French intellec- 
tual culture, mathematics and physics, and also philosophy, are at the 
summit). With regard to the latter, the high employment status accorded 
by the French to the metier of engineer is a good example (Crawford, 1 996) 
as is the national awe devoted to the students admitted to one small elite 
school, the Ecole normale superieure (ENS), in Paris. The nobility of 
metiers has long been conferred and protected by fixed meritocratic selec- 
tion and education (associated with specialized apprenticeships, specific 
schools, and forms of training), by precise hierarchical stratification within 
the career itself, and by corporatist defensive action (DTribame, 1989). 

Of course, this framework has been modified substantially by the eco- 
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nomic evolutions of the postwar period — ^rendered more “flexible” indeed — 
and naturally, new “metiers” emerge as others fade; this tendency follows 
changes in labor markets and social values. But it must be strongly stressed 
that the social and aesthetic tissue of French daily life remains marked by 
such traditions and institutions and is, moreover, profoundly enriched by 
many of them. Indeed, it is worth insisting on an obvious point that is often 
overlooked or taken for granted in academic commentary; the interna- 
tionally famous French “savoir vivre” owes its existence to the quality of 
the products furnished by the traditional metiers of small craft workshops 
and businesses (the artisans) that have adapted, painfully in many cases, 
to the standardization and uniformity of industrialism — thffestaurateurs, 
charcutiers, patissiers, viticulteurs, couturiers, etc. The continuing high 
standing of these work activities in French daily life and the importance of 
consuming their high-quality products both testify to the vitality and 
longevity of the “praxis” of metiers. 

This standing explains in part the sharpness of the French reaction to 
economic tendencies that seem to threaten the autonomy and livelihood of 
the small business and the artisan: the increasing power of hypermarkets 
to fix low food prices, the speed of the development of “fast food” outlets, 
certain international mergers and takeovers, etc. (President Jacques Chirac 
gave clear voice to this reaction in autumn 1999 in a speech to the farming 
community by announcing that, in France, “nous sommes tous des 
paysans” — “in this country we are all, at heart, peasants” (Robert-Diard, 
1999). 

Yet at the same time, much of the French population is conscious of the 
progressive drift toward instability and insecurity — described earlier — 
that threatens these landmarks in work and sees that drift as almost 
inevitable, the product of “globalizing” tendencies not entirely within the 
control of state and nation. The particularly strong tension between these 
perceptions makes French national adaptation to “flexibility” and interna- 
tionalism a stmggle par excellence that almost inevitably spills over, emo- 
tionally, into political and social action. What of the issue offuture adapta- 
tion as contract flexibility increases — as it probably will? And how will 
adaptation in standard jobs to generally fewer working hours — explained 
in section 1 — add to the picture? 

At present, there is a “seesaw” between struggle and negotiation as 
the terms of the introduction of time and contract flexibility are further 
developed. Both the Robien and 3 5 -hour laws have generated and stimu- 
lated dynamic negotiation processes producing sector and company 
agreements that modernize employment relations by associating work 
reorganization with working time changes. Part-time and temporary jobs 
have become standard means of adjustment to variations in demand and 
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have been integrated into French HR planning but not without provoking 
industrial unrest. The climate surrounding negotiations remains domi- 
nated by a generalized anxiety about how far flexibility can go before many 
of the traditional values of employment are threatened. Struggle is often 
triggered when it is perceived that those values — and the notions of iden- 
tity to which they are ultimately linked — are menaced. A complex “iden- 
tity crisis” associated with work mutations lies in the background. Its 
roots, its depth, and its possible resolution are considered in the next and 
concluding chapter. 




7 

Conclusion: Crisis, Conflict, 
and Reform in French Work 

and Society 



INTRODUCTION 

To a varying extent, many contemporary industrial (or postindustrial?) 
societies may be considered to be undergoing economic, institutional, and 
moral crises. Work and unemployment problems lie at the heart of many 
of these crises, but they are reinforced by the difficulties of existing insti- 
tutions in providing adequate communication and political representation 
and by a more general malaise regarding fundamental moral and aesthetic 
values. Many sociologists, of course, consider that this is a hallmark of 
entry into the “postmodern” era and of adaptation to globalization (Feath- 
erstone, 1991; Giddens, 1990). In each national context, the economic, politi- 
cal, and cultural dimensions of crisis differ, as do their mutual interaction. 
The depth and extent of the ravages of unemployment, for example, 
clearly vary quite significantly in different countries; the adaptation to 
these of national institutions and cultural values is quite unique in this 
respect. The incidence of social conflict as a reaction to such social stresses 
varies similarly. 

In France, the changes that 1 have analyzed in the previous chapters 
have together added up to a considerable transformation of its employ- 
ment relations across three decades. They accompanied the progressive 
“modernization” of French industry and the economy and made it an actor 
in the processes of economic globalization. However, these changes — 
increased employee involvement, time, contract, and job flexibilities, along 
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with individualization and company restructuring — have all significantly 
changed the meaning of work itself. The social and psychological strains 
engendered by their action have been severe. At the same time, the wider 
social fabric of norms, beliefs, and institutions has evolved because of the 
pressure of both national and international socioeconomic forces. Across 
three decades, the relationship of the French individual to work organiza- 
tions and to political and social institutions has been substantially altered. 
How can the different dimensions of the present French situation — ^which 
remains one of instability, despite the economic upturn — ^be best under- 
stood? What kind of political and economic challenge does reform pre- 
sent? This conclusion to the book begins to provide an answer to these 
questions. 

Taking employment relations themselves, we might argue, following 
Rousseau (1996), that major shifts in the “psychological contracts” that link 
employees to their organizations have occurred; the last two chapters, in 
particular, that deal with restructuring and with the rise of nonstandard 
contracts and working time made this explicit and considered some of the 
strains so induced. I suggested that the French willingness and capacity to 
embrace such changes was strong but also limited by the legacy of wider 
national employment traditions, legal frameworks, and values. We can 
consider these traditions and frameworks as related to what Rousseau 
(1996) calls the “social contract,” the societal and cultural context of norms 
and expectations within which lower level psychological contracts them- 
selves evolve. This social contract is intimately connected to collective 
representations of national and social identity and to the political and 
social processes that reproduce them. In each country, a specific develop- 
ment in the interaction between psychological and social contracts ac- 
counts for many important features of organizational and social change 
(Sparrow, 1997). Social contracts can change as the result of attaining a 
“critical mass” in change in the psychological contracts embedded in 
employment relations, and the latter are also in turn shaped by the former. 
Understanding their reciprocal interaction, sociologically and psycho- 
logically, is what is important; it defines one essential dimension of the 
social integration of the individual into an organized community. 

Using this terminology to place aspects of the previous chapters in 
perspective, we might say that for France a whole series of changes in 
management, law, and industrial relations accelerated a process of trans- 
formation of psychological contracts that was highly uneven and varied in 
power from sector to sector and organization to organization. Clear differ- 
ences exist, for example, between this transition in large or small firms, 
international or indigenous firms, and in relatively technically innovative 
(automobiles, electronics) or relatively inertial (textiles and clothing) sec- 
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tors, as we have suggested. At the same time as this took place, the wider 
social contract was also undergoing change but at a different pace and 
rhythm. Dependent for its content on national value systems and legal and 
political transitions, but increasingly subject to international pressures and 
tendencies, this wider contract has its own specific rhythms and inertia, 
and this will strongly condition the rate of change at the psychological 
level for different subpopulations. 

As each contract changes, adaptation and social integration difficulties 
can become visible; when the psychological contract offered in organiza- 
tions is progressively altered — as the result, as we have seen in France, of 
the spread of new “flexibilities,” of restructuring, and individualization — 
some individuals can find it impossible to modify their expectations or to 
accept the fact that the older contract can be changed in this way. Then, 
work loses its traditional quality of integrating individuals into the collec- 
tivity. Similarly, whole social groups can reject or rebel against evolutions 
in society that render certain ways of thinking and acting inappropriate or 
that challenge an accepted set of beliefs about social identity and belong- 
ing. In both cases, the strains produced in individuals and groups can lead 
to crises of legitimation or organizational and social strife. Rebellion and 
conflict may also be the concrete result, depending on the strength of 
existing value systems, on established traditions of conflictuality, and on 
the way conflicts are anticipated and handled by elites in strategic posi- 
tions of authority. 

In recent years in France, the crisis in work stemming from both 
unprecedented levels of unemployment and from shifts in employment 
relations has expressed itself as integration failure and as social conflict. 
Further, as we shall see, modes of conflictuality and conflict management 
have themselves revealed deeper crises of political and moral legitimacy. 



1. CRISES IN WORK AND IN ORGANIZED LABOR: THE RECENT 
RESURGENCE OF INDUSTRIAL AND SOCIAL CONFLICT 

I would argue that it is possible to interpret many recent events in 
France in terms of the ideas of contract, identity, and integration briefly 
sketched before. Contemporary social and economic unrest is an impor- 
tant case in point. Industrial and social conflict, having diminished con- 
stantly for a decade (except 1989, as shown in Fig. 7.1), broke out in France 
in significant measure during 1995, and this pattern continued into 1997. In 
1995, for example, there were 6 million worker-days lost in strikes com- 
pared to an average of 1.1 million per year between 1982 and 1994 (Merlier, 
1996). This resurgence was accompanied by an increase in the exercise of 
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Figure 7.1. Industrial conflicts in France, 1982-1995(Source: Merlier, 1996). 



social and political protest and was not simply confined to the industrial 
and organizational theater. Furthermore, the conflicts themselves took on 
quite a distinct form, and new modes of “mobilization” and new group 
“solidarities” emerged spontaneously, as we shall soon show. To new 
social strains, new fissures in established social, and psychological con- 
tracts, there corresponded new forms of social refusal and conflict and new 
ways of contesting employer and state hegemony and of focusing public 
opinion. Often these escaped the forms of guidance and leadership that 
have traditionally been exercised by French trade unions and political 
configurations, thus contributing to crises of representation (Beuve-Mery, 
1997). 

This resurgence of social conflict was a phenomenon that some com- 
mentators saw as “predictable,” given the perennially important role of 
conflict in French industrial and political culture (the contrast with Britain 
and the United States is striking); in the modem history of France, major 
social stresses have usually found their expression and (partial) resolution 
in strikes and protests in the factories and streets (e.g., 1936 and 1968). 
Indeed, a “disposition to protest” forms an important element of French 
republican political culture and is arguably linked directly to social iden- 
tity and the “social contract” in the country — it represents an implicit but 
strong collective view of the proper limits to tolerating the actions of those 
in political and organizational authority It also expresses a conception of 
the positive potential of individuals en masse to produce social change, 
and — ^more abstractly — of the relationships of equilibrium between social 
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order and disorder. Naturally, it has close links with the revolutionary 
traditions of the French nation and the role of the events of 1789,1848, and 
1871 in historical memory. 

1.1. The Extended Confliets of 1995 

With regard to the nature of the recent industrial conflict, the statistics 
show the singular nature of the year of 1995 in which a massive 2,120,500 
worker-days was lost in strikes in the private and semipublic sectors and 
3,762,700 in the state/public sector. In the former sectors, this figure corre- 
sponded to a 57% increase over 1994. These high figures were in large part 
the product of the major strikes in November-Decemberat the end of the 
year, but even so the total of worker strike days in the first six months of 
1995 was 570,000, already well beyond the figure of 500,000 for the whole 
of 1994 (Merlier, 1996). The events at the end of 1995 were thus not an 
exception (apart from their scale) — ^they fit into a pattern of increasing 
strike activity beginning in late 1994 or, some would argue, even earlier 
toward the end of 1993 (Vial, 1996). Employee “mobilization” in the large 
nationalized and seminationalized firms contributed strongly to this — in 
the SNCF (national railways), the RATP (Paris transport). Air France and 
Air Inter (French domestic airways), large-scale strikes were called in 
response to employers’ plans for rationalization and restructuring. These 
highly visible and (for services) often highly crippling strikes were funda- 
mentally concerned with perceived threats to employee career prospects 
and job security. As 1995 progressed, these key issues were progressively 
pushed to the top of the national industrial relations agenda, and the 
climate became more and more tense. 

The November-December 1995 stoppages were called primarily in 
the public sector, and this was ostensibly in protest against government 
proposals to reform conditions of service, retirement rights, and the social 
security system. They mobilized thousands of workers, and the “chem- 
inots” of the SNCF (train drivers) formed a kind of radical vanguard for 5 
solid weeks; a movement of rare intensity and length led many in France to 
compare the atmosphere of struggle and paralysis to that of May 1968, 
thirty years earlier. Huge marches in major cities such as Nantes, Lyon, 
and Marseille caught the national attention. Private sector workers for 
their part were relatively little involved in the strike movements. However, 
it became clear in opinion surveys (in general, revealing a public remark- 
ably sympathetic to the claims of the strikers (Vial, 1996)) and in numerous 
demonstrations of support in different firms throughout the country that 
the public -private sector employee distinction was not wholly pertinent 
for this particular expression of collective grievances. 
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The action of the public sector workers in response to a poorly com- 
municated and articulated set of Juppe government reforms on a delicate 
set of welfare issues clearly had the effect of placing issues of employee 
rights and security — in some senses the heart of the traditional “psychologi- 
cal contract” in work — at the top of the societal (not just the industrial 
relations) agenda. Their action crystallized the fears and claims of masses 
of employees in a whole variety of industries for whom this contract had 
become unacceptable in some way; as Domenach (1996) has argued, many 
workers clearly felt that the “fonctionnaires” of the state were “striking 
for them also.” Generally, industrial relations problems and issues of 
collective rights pushed the terms of recent HR management (essentially 
individualistic, as we saw in the last chapter) off center stage, both inside 
and outside organizations. 

Moreover, the state became a major figure in the drama, the central 
actor (the reformer) wanting to radically change its traditional welfare 
obligations, its provision of social security, understood in its widest sense. 
Thus, social stability was perceived by the supporting public as threatened 
and the shape of future “citizenship” implicitly thrown into uncertainty. 
The common broad political backdrop of this uncertainty was clearly cre- 
ated by accumulated perceptions of ever growing unemployment (from 
the start of the recession in 1991 onward) coupled with the clear feeling of 
disappointment within the population over the measures to tackle it being 
used by the recently elected President Jacques Chirac and his Premier 
Ministre Alain Juppe. The extremely bold (and really very rash) election 
promises of Jacques Chirac regarding jobs had created an unrealistic set of 
expectations in a population reeling under the local and national effects of 
downsizings and layoffs. Next, the series of public service reforms pro- 
posed were perceived by workers of that sector as threats to basic rights 
and were also seen in the wider population as a new source of instability 
striking at the very heart of the state-citizen relationship (an emotionally 
powerful one in “la Republique”). Third, base pay freezes and accumu- 
lated blockages of internal mobility and promotion across a number of 
sectors — thdatter accentuated by the depression of organizational hier- 
archies and the former by the increasing influence of individual merit and 
performance related pay (described in Chapter 4) — alsoadded to the 
climate of “anomie,” as we shall emphasize later. Together, these elements 
generated a powerful social explosive whose ignition was the product of 
errors of communication and a growing public perception of both incom- 
prehension and arrogance within governing elites. 

In the aftermath of the explosion — ^which was artificially calmed by 
the effects of the unexpected death of Franqois Mitterand in January 
1 996 — all actors reassessed their positions and strategies and, inevitably. 
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the deluge of commentary (no less than eight books on the strikes pub- 
lished by July 1996!) began. The crucial test that the events represented for 
the government of Juppe and for the newly elected President Jacques 
Chirac naturally caught the public’s attention, but the broader historical 
significance of what had happened was also quickly taken up. Many 
commentators expressed the kind of view articulated before — ^that the 
strikes expressed, simultaneously, both conservative impulses (in the form 
of the defense of established collectivist/welfare traditions and rights) and 
progressive ones (promotion of a more just Republic and a refusal of 
inequalities) and that overall this was a profoundly sociopolitical as well as 
economic crisis (Touraine, Dubet, Lapeyronnie, Khosrokhavar, & Wie- 
viorka, 1996). 

A central issue was seen as the expression by the strikes of a series of 
mptures or schisms in French society — ^primarily an important mutual 
incomprehension between the French people and its political and eco- 
nomic elites (an issue to which we will return later). Another concerned the 
split between the idealized representations of private and of public sector 
organizational values; the former seen as a world of individualism, down- 
sizing, and instability, the latter as a repository of collective values of 
welfare, caring, and security. A third referred to the regional differences 
between the south and west of France, where a traditional view of the 
state’s role was clearly articulated and propounded, and the north and 
east, where reliance on the traditional state was more weakly expressed 
(Thibaud, 1996; Fournier, 1996). 

These conflicts and the social schisms they embodied were to hammer 
a number of nails in the coffin of the Juppe government whose dry and 
directive style was perceived as insensitive to crisis conditions and out of 
phase with public concerns. Paradoxically, the final nail would come from 
its most fervent supporter, Jacques Chirac, the President of the Republic. 
His decision to seek a new governmental mandate by dissolving Parlia- 
ment and calling an election proved disastrous for the political right. It 
led to the victory of the Socialist party of Lionel Jospin in June 1997 and 
thus to a new period of “cohabitation” between a President and Prime 
Minister of opposed political affiliations. 

1.2. The Movement of the Unemployed: 1997-1998 

A second conflict that had primarily economic roots but had clear 
social and political implications developed toward the end of 1997 and 
continued in the early months of the new year; it involved a series of 
demonstrations and “direct action” interventions — occupationsof labor 
exchanges and employment agencies, sit-ins in companies and in expen- 
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sive restaurants, rail and motorway blockages, etc. — organized and coor- 
dinated by a series of groups (such as AC!, “Agir ensemble contre le 
chomage,” and APEIS, “Association pour I’emploi, I’information, la soli- 
darite,” etc.) representing the unemployed, “les chomeurs.” These actions 
proved spectacularly successful in placing unemployment — in the “sea- 
son of goodwill” around Christmas — on the public agenda, and this in a 
quite new manner. It is true that unemployment statistics are omnipresent 
in news bulletins and the media but what the January and February events 
showed particularly clearly was the individual and personal desperation 
behind the statistical data. 

They also revealed a new collective determination from a group that is 
traditionally considered to be no real “group” at all but simply a hetero- 
genous collection of individuals in the same plight of unemployment to be 
sure, but often with more differences — of origins, class, skills, and profes- 
sions, etc. — ^than commonalities. For the first time in the postwar period, 
this new political and social visibility of the unemployed began to create 
for them an organized political identity — ^the movement did not create a 
coherent and unified “actor” on the political scene, but certainly was the 
basis for a new kind of pressure group representation of the unemployed. 
Their principal demands centered on four elements: 

• Distribution to all the unemployed of an end of year (1997) bonus 
payment of F3,000 (€300 sterling or 500 U.S. dollars) to alleviate 
immediate hardships, 

• A rise of the “minima sociaux” — the basic rates of unemployment 
payments — ^to F1500 (€150 sterling or 250 US. dollars), 

• An extension of the specific unemployment benefit the RMI (“Re- 
venu minimum d’insertion”) to the young below 25 years of age, and 

• Better representation and involvement of the unemployed them- 
selves in the institutions that manage unemployment benefits. 

The very existence of the movement, not to mention the demands 
formulated by the different groups, issued a direct challenge to the domi- 
nant political parties and also to the trade unions — the latter having, in 
France, a substantial role in the institutions that fund and manage unem- 
ployment benefits, the ASSEDIC and UNEDIC. Both the Socialist govern- 
ment of Lionel Jospin and the main unions CFDT, CGT, and FO were 
shaken by the movement — not only the success of its unorthodox methods, 
but also the widespread public support that was clearly behind its de- 
mands. Jospin — having learned from the failures of the previous Juppe 
government’s procrastination — acted quickly, first by listening to the ma- 
jor groups and then by commissioning an in-depth review of the organiza- 
tion and effectiveness of French unemployment benefits. Once the latter 
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was published — ^the Join-Lambert report of February 26, 1998 (Minima 
sociaux, 1998) — ^the government formulated proposals respecting some 
(but by no means all) of its recommendations, but fitting existing bud- 
getary constraints. 

Listening to these groups and meeting them officially in his offices at 
the Hotel Matignon was a bold recognition of their legitimacy by Jospin — 
bold because their representativeness of the different strata of the unem- 
ployed was by no means clear — and a first step toward giving them a 
concrete role in the institutional “management of unemployment” was 
soon to follow. On the May 7,1998 an amendment to the law on poverty 
and “exclusion” that was going through the Assemble Nationale (“Le 
projet de loi centre les exclusions”) stipulated that local offices of the 
ANPE (public employment agencies) and AFPA (unemployed training) 
could set up liaison committees to represent unions and the pressure 
groups of the unemployed. As one editorial in the newspaper Le Monde 
noted (Le strapontin, 1998), this was a criticism of and a warning to the 
main unions who have long had a monopoly of representation in such 
institutions. The unions (except, arguably, the CGT) failed to represent the 
unemployed adequately — ^the 1997-1998 “movement” is itself partial 
proof — it seemed apposite that institutional change should follow this 
recognition. 

1.3. The Labor Unions and the Crisis of Representation 

In fact the conflicts of 1995-1998 added to and deepened an already 
existing crisis in organized labor, which has existed in the French union 
movement for two decades and which is in part structural. As 1 have 
made clear throughout the book, diversity, fragmentation, and falling 
national memberships have bedevilled the dominant unions for some 
time, despite their continuing role alongside the state in French “corpora- 
tist” economic and political life. Organized labor in other countries has 
shared some of the same problems (Katz, 1993), but they have been partic- 
ularly acute in France. The recent conflicts exacerbated them, on one hand, 
by generating considerable grass-roots dissension within the major na- 
tional confederations (particularly in the FO and CFDT where many activ- 
ists saw the strategies of top leaders as unclear, poorly articulated, and 
plain wrong) and, on the other, by producing a considerable jump in 
support for a number of newer, smaller organizations that pledged a break 
with big union bureaucracy and better direct communication with their 
members and with employees (the unions called now SUD “Solidaire, 
Unitaire, Democratique”-SUD PTT in the Post Office, SUD Rail and SUD 
Education, the last two recently created (1995)). 
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For the moment, it is difficult to evaluate clearly the impact of SUDs 
within employment relations — in terms of patterns of militancy and nego- 
tiation, for example — but there is no denying their success in attracting 
membership from groups who have for some time been apathetic toward 
the traditional larger unions. Young employees, those who have insecure, 
contingent jobs and personnel in the public sector have in particular 
supported them. The recruiting, campaigning, communication, and “di- 
rect action” strategies developed by SUDs have played a key role in this. 
By stressing a younger and significantly more radical tone, by developing 
media-sensitive direct tactics (symbolic occupations, lightning strikes, and 
demonstrations, etc.), and by developing constant grass roots contact and 
communication, the SUDs have tried to combat the union membership 
decline by offering a stark contrast (in image) to the older, more bureaucra- 
tic (more “middle-aged”?) labor unions. They have also been quicker than 
their older colleagues in doing something crucial in today’s climate — 
developing links with other pressure groups that tackle a wide range of 
perceived injustices. 



2. CRISIS OF POLITICS AND THE “ELITE-MASS” 
RELATIONSHIP 

Each of the strike movements of the 1995-1998period just considered 
received extensive public support, despite the considerable disruption and 
inconvenience caused. The movements clearly struck a chord in the hearts 
and minds of the French population on a scale not anticipated by the 
political and economic elites in the country. That chord concerned fear 
about the attainment of three central sociopolitical objectives instrumental 
to French republican ideals of citizenship: 

• Defense of a series of public goods (and of the public sector jobs 
necessary to provide them) vital to full participation of all citizens 
in the national community, 

• Defense of minimum living standards and “safety nets” in the face 
of high unemployment and recession to combat social exclusion, 
and 

• Accountability of policy makers to the “community of equal citi- 
zens.” 

This fear and this sense of a failure of democratic accountability 
clearly has political and institutional roots that go well beyond the events 
of 1995-1998.1 accept Todd’s (1998), Crozier and Touraine’s (1996), and 
Lesoume’s (1998) arguments that such crises are manifestations of major 
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problems in the relationships between “elites and mass” that have clear 
links with recent political events of some significance (and danger) for 
traditional French democratic politics — in particular the resurgence of 
“populism” in the form of the electoral successes of the extreme right wing 
Front National (FN). It is indeed tempting to accept the fact that a “new 
populism” corresponds to a crisis of confidence in the relationships be- 
tween elites and their subordinates, but before considering this issue, it is 
worth recalling some of the major criticisms of the role of elites in the 
“French model,” whose historical roots were outlined in the Introduction 
to the book. 

To begin with, many authors have argued that French elites are pre- 
dominantly “closed” in the sense that mobility into them is dominated by 
the acquisition of the first higher education diploma between the ages of 
18 and 21 (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1970; Crozier, 1995). Given that this 
acquisition is itself heavily conditioned by the position of one’s parents in 
economic and cultural capital, educational elite recruitment occurs by 
well-established and relatively rigid procedures which the “ecole lai'que,” 
the secular, state school — ^based on the thesis of equal chances for all 
citizens and of meritocracy — ^has, according to many French sociologists 
(Duru-Bellat, 1997; Berthe lot, 1993), failed to modify substantially. Subse- 
quent recruitment into economic and political elites follows educational 
attainments — for example, the chances of being accepted into the highest 
school of public administration, the Ecole Nationale d’Administration 
(ENA), virtually a sine qua non of top political elite membership, depend 
strongly on having first obtained a diploma in one of the other “Grandes 
ecoles” that function in parallel with the (relatively resource poor) univer- 
sity system. 

Second, it is argued that there is a remarkable homogeneity in the 
educational and social origins of both political and economic elites, sup- 
plemented by relatively frequent passages of personnel between the top 
echelons of the public sector and government and the leaderships of large 
French corporations (Bauer & Bertin-Mourot, 1987). This gives rise to a 
closed circulation of men (and very few women) between homogeneous 
elites, one consequence of which is the frequent generation — despite their 
unquestioned academic brilliance — of self-satisfaction and learning fail- 
ure, indeed a “crisis of intelligence,” as Michel Crozier has recently called 
it (Crozier, 1995). 

Third, there is the argument that these elites have all shared a rela- 
tively “technocratic” ideology across a relatively long historical period 
that mirrors the weight of mathematics and engineering in the implicit 
French hierarchy of knowledges (Crawford, 1996). This ideology is a con- 
stant source of controversy and is cited as the source of many technical 
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achievements in the public domain — for example, the development of 
high speed trains (the TGV) for mass use during the 1980s — ^but equally 
well of many spectacular and costly errors, such as the scale of investments 
in the nuclear power industry or the recent scandal of financial mis- 
management in the bank Credit Lyonnais. 

Whatever one thinks of these criticisms in detail, I would argue that 
two dominant problems for France in recent years have indeed been 
linked to them: first, the public perception of a lack of government respon- 
siveness and accountability and second, the perception that the state 
administrative machine is itself “beyond reform.” The first difficulty 
reached its apogee, arguably, during the reign of Alain Juppe as Prime 
Minister in 1 995 - 1 996,precisely because of the combination of very unfavor- 
able economic circumstances — the depth of the recession, principally — 
with a style of government of considerable rigidity and more than a little 
arrogance. Poor communication, the alienation of the major unions from 
central government, and a tendency toward technocratic pronouncements 
when flexible negotiation was demanded, all contributed to the amplifica- 
tion and spread of the explosive strikes and protests of December 1995, 
already described. 

With the electoral success of the Socialists the following year came a 
new Prime Minister (Lionel Jospin) who has since taken every conceivable 
step to demarcate the style of his decision-making and communication 
from that of his predecessor — indeed this will and effort (to listen, negoti- 
ate, and refuse demagogy) itself reveals an acute awareness in government 
of the extent to which a dangerous alienation of many sections of the 
public from elites had developed. It remains to be seen whether “a new 
style can change systems”; for the moment some measure of public confi- 
dence in political leadership seems at least to have been restored. Thus, 
it does not mean that the French “system of elites” has changed with a 
change of government. Far from it — as Crozier has made abundantly clear 
again and again, this system is rooted in the elitism and rigidity of the 
French educational structure whose transformation is neither a short nor 
medium-term affair (Crozier, 1989,1995). But it does perhaps mean that a 
new self-consciousness on the part of certain political elites has emerged, 
just as it did after the events of May 1968. It seems that some present- 
day French politicians at least have become acutely aware of the public 
need for better responsiveness and thus better democratic accountability 
(Aubry,1998). 

The rise of the extreme right in the form of the Front National (FN) 
also, of course, highlights the fragility of French democratic institutions, 
but in this case we are dealing with a relatively long-term phenomenon 
that cannot be understood solely in terms of a conjunctural dissatisfaction 
with mling elites. The FN has built its power base carefully and over 
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decades, and the forms of French malaise upon which it has fed concern as 
much the broad modifiers (and to the FN, destroyers) of national identity 
called “Europeanization” and “globalization” as they do a rejection of a 
multiethnic modem republic. If a new populism has developed, then this is 
because of dissatisfactions that are wider and deeper than those concern- 
ing elite incompetence and insensitivity. 

The second major difficulty has stemmed from the perception that the 
French state apparatus — despite repeated official reports and analyse — is 
incapable of reforming itself in any fundamental manner, with the result 
that it is failing in its central functions. Three central criticisms are domi- 
nant here. First, that the state can no longer attract, develop, and retain the 
central skills and competencies it needs for really effective action. Here, the 
growing recent “brain drain” of top administrators from public to private 
sectors, undoubtedly the fmit of somewhat archaic HR processes and 
endemic demotivation, is often cited in evidence (Bacque, 1998), but also a 
whole panoply of scandals of mismanagement and cormption, ranging 
from the tragic affair of contaminated blood distribution to the disastrous 
financial maneuvers of the Credit Lyonnais (Crozier, 1995). Second, there is 
the view that persistently poor financial management continues to dog the 
future of the state and its ability to control its own levels of investment and 
debt. Third, the charge that secrecy and Parisian over-centralization of 
power, along with opaque management procedures, combine to resist 
whatever partial reforms begin to make progress within the administra- 
tion (Rivais, 1998). 

The first and the third criticisms cited are fundamental because to- 
gether they suggest that it is only by breaking a vicious circle of elite 
reproduction and self-protection that the state will develop the communi- 
cation, listening, and negotiating skills needed to adapt to a more and 
more problematic economic and social world. This has been Crozier’s 
view. At present the signs that this may occur are few — even though, 
helped by an economic upturn, Lionel Jospin’s leadership has managed to 
present a government and state with a more human face, certain underly- 
ing elite mentalities seem unchanged. Are they ill-suited to understanding 
the present crisis in Republican ideals and values, whose arrival may itself 
be linked to a more profound crisis in French identity? I will return to this 
issue later. 



3. CRISIS OF VALUES, CRISIS OF “IDENTITY”? 

It is useful at this point to refer to the broader historical picture of 
evolutions in French values and to shifts in cultural and social identity by 
considering the arguments of Kuisel (1996), Levy (1996), and Todd (1998). 
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Such a longer term view enables us to avoid crude generalizations about 
“French culture” and to situate events such as those of 1995-1998 in 
relation to a long, difficult, and contradictory process of social and eco- 
nomic change. 

Kuisel for his part suggests that this process — that he calls “modern- 
ization” — has, during a period of more than 50 years, progressively weak- 
ened a “dominant construction of French identity that prevailed from the 
late nineteenth century to the 1950s.” This latter he calls the “traditional” 
representation of identity, composed of six interlocking elements. 1 re- 
ferred to some of these in my discussion of the French concept of “metier” 
in a previous chapter: 

• Possession of a discrete unified territory that has clear national 
boundaries, 

• A social tissue that has close ties to local ecologies (“terroir”) and 
village communities, 

• An economy of quality craft production balanced between indus- 
try and agriculture and relatively independent of foreign influ- 
ence, 

• A firmly “dirigiste” (centralized, directive) and paternalist state 
that had used strong national institutions (e.g., education and the 
“ecole laique,” the secular state school system) to create a homoge- 
neous republican society of equal citizens (or, at least, the impres- 
sion of one), 

• Great power status expressed in imperial possessions and strong 
armed forces, and finally, 

• An “elite literary and humanist culture that enjoyed universal 
respect” (Kuisel, 1996, p. 46). 

He argues that this traditional representation of French identity was 
shared by both left and right (by the Radical-Socialist party up to the 1930s, 
on one hand, and by General de Gaulle, of course, on the other) but at the 
same time contested. Kuisel sees the traditional representation as having 
been shaken, and ultimately almost destroyed, by four historical episodes, 
four periods of crisis: first, the 1930s depression and then defeat and 
occupation by the Nazis in World War 11; second, the opening to foreign 
competition, the common market and “Americanization” in the 1950s; 
third, the (paradoxical) extension of these processes during the presidency 
of General de Gaulle in the 1960s; and finally, the mid to late period of the 
14-year Mitterand presidency in the 1980s. Each of these periods was the 
vehicle of a more and more generalized socioeconomic modernization — 
now part of globalization — ^that underminded traditional French identity. 
All that remains today of the traditional representation according to the 
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author — and for this reason all the more ardently defended by the French 
themselves against foreign competition or “pollution” — is French culture: 

obbithe French conception of identity has narrowed obbhow the essence is 

obblthe elite culture of literature, art, music, cinema, the patrimony, bon 

gout (good taste) and, of course, linguistic purity, (ibid, p. 49) 

This is an interesting and provocative attempt to link recent crises 
with a long-term process of identity loss but, ultimately, I believe, one that 
leaves too many questions unanswered. Kuisel is right about many of the 
important defining elements of French identity and tradition, particularly 
those that define an extremely strong attachment to locality and “metier” 
(emphasized in my references to work values in Chapter 6). Flowever, the 
implication that later representations of identity are weakened, distorted 
versions of the original one entails a certain reductionism. This view says 
little about the process of constructing new variants of the traditional 
elements; about cultural learning during identity modification through 
the absorption, use, and modification of other cultural traditions in the 
“hosf ’ culture; and about the way traditions are refined and recast through 
a number of processes. For example, is the development of French “fast 
food” — now quite diverse in its manifestations — ^which uses American or 
Japanese operations management techniques but French baking products 
and recipes, an example of destructive modernization, or simply indige- 
nous entrepreneurial innovation? It can be seen as disfiguring certain 
traditions, but concentrating on only the negative dimensions blinds us to 
the way the incorporation of new technologies sometimes generates a 
reinterpretation and an enriching of established practices. 

Indeed, Kuisel tends to see “modernization” as a teleological and 
endogenous process, but this should be resisted — as I have tried to show 
before, for the domain of management and work, the French have “im- 
ported” but then appropriated and molded foreign innovations in accor- 
dance with distinctive sets of traditions and norms. But the latter change in 
the process; thus there is a kind of dialectical or reciprocal interaction 
between host values and the imported practice out of which emerges both 
an adapted and socially embedded innovation, on one hand, and modified 
values, on the other. Many commentators, perhaps overly familiar with 
traditional representations, neglect the progressive and incremental dis- 
placements and innovations that change the real mode of action and the 
sense of long established practices and institutions. 

A first illustration of the kind of collective learning to which I have 
just referred is provided in Levy’s (1996) discussion of the recent develop- 
ments in relationships between the French state and the economy. He 
points out how the traditional “dirigisme” of central planning in France — 
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seen exaggeratedly by some as quasi-Communist when at its height in the 
1960s (Lesoume, 1998) — has been displaced in practice by two other ten- 
dencies in recent decades: on one hand, the building of other institutions 
to mediate relationships between the state and the firm (“institutional- 
ism”) and on the other, a fairly radical rethinking of the roles and compe- 
tencies of the state in relation to companies and economic behavior (“neo- 
interventionism”). As time moves on, the meaning of state dirigisme 
changes and new norms of the state’s appropriate modes of action emerge 
through adapted behavior patterns. “Dirigisme” may persist in some of 
the ideologies and myths of the state that continue to hold public senti- 
ment and attention — ^rendering adaptation problematic very often — ^but 
innovations significantly modify the traditional spheres of action and 
competencies of the state. 

A second illustration comes from the domains of management and 
work and has been amply outlined in previous chapters. The gradual 
move toward “lean production” and functional flexibility involved French 
companies in a number of processes of radically reassessing managerial 
principles, particularly in regard to employee control and performance 
management. Technical change, more international competition, and re- 
structuring processes have modified the employment relationship, and 
elements from the past have been retained in a modified form; “participa- 
tive management” in the late 1970s and in the 1980s carried forward 
longstanding paternalistic and Catholic humanistic traditions in manage- 
ment thinking, for example, as we have seen. French Taylorism for its part, 
which had traditional roots in the work of indigenous engineers like 
Mafrem at Peugeot (independent of American influence) was, much later, 
gradually modified and reintegrated into lean production practices (and 
not superseded as some believe) through the diffusion of an imperative of 
quality improvement. 

Figure 7.2 presents, very schematically, these two adaptation and 
learning processes as twin aspects of the transformation of French identity, 
of the mutation in psychological and social contracts. 

Of course, this transition from “traditional” to “contemporary” is 
incomplete, elements of the former persist in today’s institutions, behavior, 
and assumptions, and also the coherence of the latter is unclear because it 
is still in an embryonic state. For example, a large question mark remains 
over what can take the place of welfare state collectivism in the French 
context, such is the strength of its elements both in the national beliefs 
about collective rights and obligations and in the occupational cultures of 
many state employees (for example, in the strength of notions of public 
service in the hospitals, in education, and in transport). Similarly, my 
question mark against “participative” suggests doubt over the real pene- 
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tration and significance of worker participation and involvement in French 
employment relations in the future. This has yet to be resolved, even 
though the first period of innovation and diffusion in the domain has long 
past. I will return to this issue in the final section. 

Flowever, it is Todd (1998) who provides probably the most satisfying 
sociological analysis of the roots of recent crises of values and identity 
even though his view of the absence of collective learning by French elites 
is overexaggerated and pessimistic. His argument is subtle, but its founda- 
tion lies in the view that French identity has been — sincethe 1789 
revolution — structured by a contradictory and relatively explosive combi- 
nation of two systems of values, each based on a distinctive family type 
and sociocultural network. On one hand, there is the value system of the 
center, the heart of the country (around the Parisian basin) associated with 
secular republicanism and the generalization of the individualistic nuclear 
family — egalitarian in essence, this system nourished both the historical 
diversity of French left-wing workers movements and the populist and 
Gaullist right wing. On the other hand, there is the primarily religious 
value system of the “periphery” (Alsace-Lorraine, Rhone-Alpes and most 
of the western regions such as Aquitaine and the Pays de la Loire) associ- 
ated with the Catholic faith and the family form he calls the “famille de 
souche.” Paternalist, hierarchical, and conservative, this latter system is 
antiegalitarian. 

For Todd, the historical interaction of the two systems explains much 
of the diversity of French sociopolitical life and — fundamentally — its cen- 
tral “antagonisme radicale.” As he puts it, 

S’affrontent a tout moment dans I’histoire nationale un temperament 
egalitaire et un temperament hierarchisant, I’anarchie et la discipline (Our 
national history is marked by a constant confrontation between an egali- 
tarian temperament and a hierarchical one, between anarchy and disci- 
pline). (Todd, 1998, p. 224) 
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However, despite their antagonism, each of these two value systems has in 
common the profound rejection of the phenomenon of the social “exclu- 
sion” of the individual from society and from full citizenship — ^the first on 
the basis of a universalist egalitarianism (propounding the equal rights of 
all citizens in the Republic), the second on the basis of an ideal of the 
integration of individuals into an ordered, stable, hierarchical community, 
patemalistically managed by competent and socially responsible elites. 

It is the power of this double rejection that according to Todd, in part 
explains the significant return of social conflicts between 1995 and 1998 and 
that ultimately makes highly unlikely the movement of the French form of 
capitalism toward an Anglo-American neoliberal model. In fact, for Todd, 
these latter conflicts represented a reawakening of moral and political 
values that had actually been stifled and repressed by French governing 
elites and their orthodoxy (their “pensee unique”) during the period 1983- 
1995. Moreover, the challenge of conflict to this orthodoxy has its social- 
psychological roots in the fiustrations and dissatisfactions of that 80% of 
the French population that remains outside the elite sphere — more partic- 
ularly in those feelings aroused by the failure of social mobility to provide 
(for specific subpopulations) appropriate rewards for hard work and edu- 
cational achievement. In other words, the failure of the recessionary econ- 
omy to furnish employment and career prospects for an expanding popu- 
lation of educational achievers ultimately led to a rupture in the confidence 
of the population in their governing elites and then a resuscitation of egali- 
tarian (class) contestation. Class conflict was the fiuit of high expectations — 
produced by educational and cultural progression — ^mixed with the block- 
ages and denials of a deep economic recession (1991-1998). Thus in this 
view, the specificity of the French crisis involves an explosive mix of four 
sociological conditions: 

1. A powerful national value consensus that rejects social exclusion, 

2. Rising economic expectations based on broadly improving levels 
of education in many subpopulations, 

3. Elite incompetency and alienation of the population from elites, 
and 

4. Significant and prolonged economic recession. 

No other advanced industrial nation has combined such elements quite so 
powerfully in recent memory. 

One very substantial merit of this view is that it can indeed explain the 
varied intensity of dissent in different groups of the French population in 
terms of socioeconomic fhistrations. It also gives a convincing account of 
the noted French “propensity to conflict” by referring to tensions within 
stable and enduring social value systems. Furthermore, the full measure of 
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the problems of reform confronted by French political and economic 
leaders is expressed in the volatility of the sociological mix. Because na- 
tional value consensus and economic and educational expectations are 
likely to remain constant, the impact of recession and elite distance from, 
and responsiveness to, the population are the keys crucial to treating crisis 
and to a negotiated, consensual management of transition in national 
identity. 

In fact two years of the Jospin government (elected in June 1997) and 
the gradual emergence of the French economy from recession in the latter 
half of 1998 showed this clearly because optimism and confidence started 
to return to companies and households, and with it the sentiment of 
prolonged decline began to abate, at least in surface indicators of public 
opinion and of consumption. 



CONCLUSION: ON REFORM 

Thus, political and economic leadership that inspires confidence, 
along with a measure of well-founded economic optimism, are both vital 
to transform perceptions of national crisis, at least on an aggregate level. 
This is only common sense, and true of other societies like the United 
States and the United Kingdom, but in France where there has been, since 
World War II, such a continuity in the role played by the state in economic 
planning and the legislative guidance of employment relations, these two 
conditions are particularly important. The pessimism of Todd (1998), 
Crozier (1995), and others (Rivals, 1998) about French political and eco- 
nomic leadership needs to be tempered, moreover. As we have suggested, 
they consider that French elites are incapable of reforming themselves and 
the stmctures (educational as well as political) that reproduce their world 
views and mentalities in any “fundamental” manner. These writers differ, 
of course, in their conceptions of what “fundamental” means, but all are 
convinced that collective learning is profoundly inhibited by coupling a 
profoundly elitist and (for many foreigners) somewhat bizarre educational 
system — in which prowess in mathematics at the tender age of 18 can 
dominate one’s future — ^with work cultures still suffused with the ascrip- 
tion of individual status based on diploma possession. 

Without entering into the debate over the strengths and weaknesses 
of the French university system or of the Parisian “Grandes ecoles” in 
humanities, engineering, and business (Ecole normale superieure. Poly- 
technique, Mines, ESSEC, HEC, etc.), we can agree with these writers on at 
least three critical points. First, although elitism in education is indeed 
inevitable, French structures do engender a profound waste of talent in 
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their mode of selecting and stimulating of young people. This is in part 
because of the gap in resources, national status, and dynamism that exists 
between the universities and the “Grandes ecoles.” Second, these struc- 
tures and procedures — automatic admission to a university after passing 
the baccalaureat examination, the system of two-year preparation in spe- 
cial classes for the competitive examinations governing “Grande ecole” 
admission, the explicit and public hierarchical ranking of these schools — 
form together a system whose individual elements may innovate but 
which, as an ensemble, remains refractory to change. It has been and will 
continue to be stoutly defended by articulate and very powerful lobbies of 
professionals and alumni. Third, the ascription of both career potential and 
merit to individuals in French firms is still, despite considerable changes 
brought by the generalization of individualization and management by 
objectives in performance management (considered in Chapter 4), dispro- 
portionately influenced by their educational qualifications and college — 
the resulting formation of closed networks and homogeneous “castes” of 
ex-alumni still remains a French problem of some importance. “Closure” 
of elites is indeed a problem in France precisely because the latter need 
the talent and the diversity that the system excludes. 

However, it seems to me that the writers all neglect any discussion of 
the roles that French elites have played in stimulating and promoting inno- 
vation during the past 30 years. As the previous chapters of this book have 
shown, such innovation has been substantial, and it has forced both the 
indigenous model of capitalism and the state to evolve; circulation of top 
personnel between business and state elites (frequent in France) has, 
despite its dangers, undoubtedly contributed to this. Furthermore, if we 
compare the French record of economic performance and of innovation in 
employment relations to that of the British, for example, where the state 
has progressively reduced its intervention and quite another (neoliberal) 
model of “flexibility” has prevailed, it seems quite honorable, particularly 
in manufacturing industries. Let us, however, immediately qualify this; 
the record is honorable for those larger companies that have managed to 
benefit from their close relationships with French political and administra- 
tive elites — for smaller firms not within the same orbit of politicoeconomic 
relations the story has been different. 

This is, of course, not apologizing for those elites nor accepting their 
social closure. Rather, it is an argument for recognizing complexities in 
their role within the French model which are often hidden in critiques of its 
rigidity. All national infrastructures are “rigid” in their own manner, of 
course, as Cole emphasized strongly in his comparative work on the 
institutional conditioning of the spread of employment relations innova- 
tions (Cole, 1989). Awareness of the nature of rigidities and skill in modify- 




Crisis, Conflict, and Reform in French Work and Society 



207 



ing them have been shown in the past in the way the French state has, on 
one hand, historically adapted to social and industrial crises and, on the 
other, changed its rapport with the world of enterprise. 

Flowever, at the new millennium, doubts must be voiced over the 
speed of this process of adaptation, given present rates of unemployment 
(still around 10%) and the growing internationalization of the economy. As 
an example, we can consider one policy area — job creation — andrecall 
what we saw in Chapter 6. One part of the present French policy on 
stimulating job creation and controlling unemployment is particularly 
revealing of the governments’ assumptions. Using law and offering finan- 
cial incentives to reduce the standard work week (to 35 hours) reveals a 
certain conception of the way legislation influences company behavior 
and how jobs are created which may well be in sore need of reexamination, 
even though it has at times borne fruit in the past, as we have seen. There 
is a French elite consensus here also; although the political opposition 
parties and the President of the Republic, Jacques Chirac, are both opposed 
to the 35-hour law, they nonetheless share a belief in the legitimacy and 
efficacy of this type of state role. At the same time, data show clearly how 
difficult it is in France to guarantee a supportive infrastructure for entre- 
preneurs and small firms or for those who wish to “recycle” themselves as 
self-employed after redundancy. Poor financial assistance, high social 
charges and taxation, and the sheer complexity of bureaucracy dominate 
among the perceived obstacles to enterprise creation (Reverchon, 1998). 
Despite one or two recent initiatives by the Socialists, this different reser- 
voir of employment creation remains a relatively marginal priority in 
present-day elite consensus, and this is disturbing. It signifies a waste of 
talents and energies and the loss of a potentially important source of 
employment growth. In sum, the role of both law and bureaucracy in 
employment creation in France really need to be reexamined rapidly and 
in depth. 

However, the margin for maneuver and real innovation available to 
the present Prime Minister Lionel Jospin and French Social Democrats/ 
Socialists like him is slim, conditioned by the need to operate within 
political boundaries of longstanding corporatism and the need to search 
for consensus on the way to make the French state evolve and also on the 
way to influence wider European objectives and projects. Domestically, the 
differences in values and ideologies to which I have already referred often 
make that search seem like squaring the circle. Handled with subtlety and 
aided by a favorable economic context, a somewhat precarious equilib- 
rium can be achieved, as in the (present) Jospin administration of 1997- 
2000. When both conditions are weak or absent, however, political and 
industrial conflict can rapidly threaten in France, as was seen dramatically 
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during the earlier reign of Prime Minister Juppe in 1995. Political left and 
right and workers and employers can become quickly polarized and 
opposed. 

In Europe, France continues to play a dynamic role in influencing 
economic and social policy, but it is becoming evident that the “Social 
Liberalism” of Prime Ministers Tony Blair in the United Kingdom and 
Gerhard Schroeder in Germany — the so-called “Third Way“ inspired by 
the work of the sociologist Anthony Giddens — ^presents a direct challenge 
to French positions on the state, employment, and welfare policy (Gid- 
dens, 1998). The publication of a joint Blair/Schroeder manifesto for Eu- 
rope in June 1999 notably excluded Jospin and French points of view. Two 
different images of Social Democracy and of “Social Europe” seem op- 
posed here, and the Blair/Giddens view challenges both Jospin’s view of 
the scope of the interventionism by the state and the legitimacy he accords 
to strong labor law and to vigorous trade unions. 

A fair comparison of the two sets of doctrines and practices is difficult, 
however, given the marked differences in tone, style, and national context. 
Tony Blair’s urge to break with the “old Labor” party, build lasting sup- 
port within the relatively comfortable middle classes in Britain, and avoid 
rapid institutional change (after many years of Conservative rule in the 
United Kingdom) all found expression in a neoliberal vocabulary and style 
familiar to contemporary U.S. Democrats but alien — and often disagree- 
able — to many French Socialists and labor unions. On the other hand, in 
France the reality of Jospin’s ruling “plural majority,” containing both 
Communists and Ecologists, has constrained him to pay very close atten- 
tion to the language and claims of the “traditional left” — tackling poverty 
and wealth redistribution, defending union rights, and condemning some 
of the uglier manifestations of employer power, etc. 

Paradoxically, in regard to Europe and the future of Social Democracy, 
Jospin’s strengths might be seen as Blair’s weaknesses and vice versa. Al- 
though the Jospin government places the defense of existing French em- 
ployment rights and trade union intervention high on the political agenda — 
almost as sacrosanct — Blair, determined not to alienate the British busi- 
ness community, struggles laboriously toward accepting standards of 
worker protection ratified long ago in the European Union and consis- 
tently refuses to strengthen the hand of weak trade unions in U.K. indus- 
trial relations. Conversely the Blair government has clearly managed to 
mobilize diverse national forces for employment creation and to “de- 
bureaucratize” in a way that has been dynamic and iconoclastic, leaving 
French Social Democrats, wary of some of the negative impacts of deregu- 
lated labor markets seen in the United States and the United Kingdom, 
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looking conservative and overly committed to traditional policies and 
techniques of administration. 

Each needs to learn from the other to influence European social de- 
mocracy in the coming years. Imagination, political audacity, and human- 
ity will all be crucial if globalization is to be understood, confronted, and 
managed without generating crises that deepen and provoke profound 
economic and social disruption. 
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